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Introduction


Welcome to gardening in an easy and fun way — using a raised bed or beds.

Maybe you’ve seen them in someone’s yard or in a community-garden setting, and you’ve wondered. Maybe you’ve also noticed that the plants growing within their bounds seem to be doing very well.

Raised beds are bottomless boxes, usually of wood or metal. They don’t need a bottom so long as there’s bare ground below. In fact, bare ground allows water delivered from above (rain or by you with a watering can or hose) to pass through rather than form a puddle that would rot the roots of the plants.

Raised beds have a lot of advantages over in-ground gardening. If your garden soil is tricky or lousy — sandy, infertile, full of rocks, soggy, or even contaminated — the bed sits atop those woes. You fill it with good soil mix and carry on. You can grow plants where doing so would otherwise be impossible or at least frustrating. Raised-bed plants get only the good stuff and good drainage, plus they warm up faster in spring. Plants absolutely love all this.

Yes, this book is chock-full of material to read, look at, and think over. Don’t be daunted. Like so many other Dummies titles, Raised-Bed Gardening For Dummies is meant to be a handy reference. Whether you start in the Table of Contents or flip to browse the Index, or just start thumbing through, you should find what you need to know, at the outset, after you’re underway, and even beyond when you start branching out into adding more beds and different plants.

It’s all here, but you can take it in as-needed. You can do this!



About This Book

Raised-Bed Gardening For Dummies introduces you to the ideas and practices for gardening in the confines of what is essentially a bottomless box setup on the ground, ideally in a sunny, fairly level spot.

Here, you find the information you need to proceed with confidence, including answers to practical questions like:


	What are the wood options? Metal? Other materials? Can I upcycle?

	How big (wide, long, tall) should I make it … and why?

	How do I keep out pests?

	What should I fill it with, exactly? Why and how much?

	Where should I put it (realizing that after it’s placed, it won’t be real movable)?

	How do I cope with a slope?

	What are efficient ways to water and fertilize?

	If I want to go bigger — make or get several raised beds — what are good ways to set that up? What should I put in the paths, so I don’t have to deal with weeds and can just pay attention to gardening?

	What’s crop rotation, and why should I do it?

	What plants do well in a raised bed?

	How can I make my raised bed(s) area look great?





Foolish Assumptions

When putting this guide together, I made a few assumptions about you, my dear reader. I assume the following:


	You’re new to raised-bed gardening.

	You’re an inexperienced or beginning, but eager gardener.

	You want to make the right choices in terms of materials and size.

	You want a manageable-size garden.

	You’re willing to DIY, so long as it’s not tricky or time-consuming.

	You’re interested in growing bountiful crops.

	You want to discover ways to save time and money on this project, both in the setup and in the long term.





Icons Used in This Book

Throughout these pages, you may spy an occasional icon — a small picture next to text that points out extra-important information. Here’s what each one means:

[image: Tip] For gems of accumulated wisdom — quite often the kind learned by painful or disappointing experience — follow this icon.

[image: Warning] Consider this icon like a stop sign — when you see it, pause and pay attention, because I use it to help you avoid serious or aggravating mistakes or bodily harm.

[image: Remember] You’re trying to work correctly and efficiently, but there’s a lot of information here. This icon keeps you on the right path, steering you in the proper direction.

[image: Technical stuff] This icon highlights the jargon and concepts that you may find interesting but not essential, either when navigating shopping for supplies and plants, or understanding useful concepts (little nuggets of specialized information or science!).



Beyond This Book

This book is loaded with details and tips and pieces of helpful advice to launch you into raised-bed gardening and to experience success with it. Also check out the Raised-Bed Gardening For Dummies Cheat Sheet online at www.dummies.com, where you may snag a few more useful tidbits.

For more help and advice, I urge you to make some gardening friends and pepper them with questions. As with a lot of other projects and hobbies in life, there are lots of opinions, but with the fundamentals of this topic at your fingertips in this book, I think you can better understand what other gardeners have to say about raised beds, and you can take what you can use. (Also, other gardeners may give you stuff: broccoli seedlings, asparagus starts, or some baby black-eyed Susan plants. Turn them down on oregano, though, unless you have plenty of raised-bed real estate — that stuff is tasty but rambunctious!)



Where to Go from Here

If you’re jazzed about getting going and your hopes and creative juices are starting to flow, flip through the Index or the Table of Contents to find a topic that particularly interests you or addresses questions you’re now pondering.

You can turn to whatever part or chapter that looks to have the answers and information you’re wanting most, whether it’s Part 3’s plant recommendations or Chapter 7’s survey of good paths-between-beds materials. You can always review the information in Chapter 4 about determining bed dimensions or divert to the explanation of hügelkultur in Chapter 8 (something you’ve heard of and are curious about). In trawling through Part 4, you may surprise yourself by being drawn to the helpful advice about prolonging wood life with an annual coat of a safe preservative. Or you can flip through the color insert for inspiration.

When you’re ready, put on your hat and sunscreen and go outside to start planning and scheming. Let me empower and guide you into this wonderful world of raised-bed gardening. It’s easier than you think and more gratifying than you can imagine.





Part 1

Getting Started with Raised Beds


IN THIS PART …
 

	Figure out where best to set up a raised bed because location is so critical to the success of the project.

	Consider the different kinds of raised beds, ranging from wood to metal to fabric.

	Determine optimum bed dimensions so you can work in your raised beds without issues, such as having to reach far to maintain and harvest.

	Construct a simple, classic wood-box bed.







Chapter 1

Creating Raised-Bed Gardens


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Defining what a raised bed is

[image: Bullet] Looking at looks, sizes, depths

[image: Bullet] Determining what and how to plant

[image: Bullet] Caring for a raised bed



Welcome to the wonderful world of raised-bed gardening! It’s an easy and satisfying way to raise your own food, flowers, herbs, and more. Some people are drawn to it because they don’t have the space or time for a big, ambitious garden. Others turn to raised beds because of the conditions outside their door, such as not enough space or lousy soil. Others appreciate that raised beds make gardening manageable and accessible. And some have heard that raised beds are more productive (this happens to be true).

This chapter serves as your entry point. My main goal is to lead you to success. Raised-bed gardening is totally doable and super-gratifying. You and your plants are going to love it.



Understanding How Raised-Bed Gardening Works

You may be wondering why raise gardening soil and plants above soil level. What’s the point? How is it a step up from installing an in-ground garden? In these sections I explain. You can see that gardening in raised beds has plenty of worthwhile advantages.


Looking at the basics

A raised bed isn’t an in-ground garden. By definition, it’s on top of the ground. The ground below is cleared and leveled as much as possible, mainly so the bed — a bottomless box, a frame, if you will — can sit securely and also so water can pass through and drain away. The roots of your plants may or may not grow into the ground below. If the bed is meeting all their needs, they’ll “be fine in the confines”!

For many veggies, flowers, herbs, and fruits, setting up in a sunny spot yields the best results. That’s simply because so many of them are sun-lovers. Check out the chapters in Part 3 for all sorts of suitable plant suggestions (and if there’s part-day shade, I mention some plants that don’t mind).

That’s it, really: choose a level, sunny spot, fill it with good soil mix, and off you go!



Considering scope

You can set up and fill a single raised bed, and if you later change your mind about where and what, you can make changes.

If you like what you experience, you can even put in a second bed close by — or several more — or switch to a different kind or size. Scale up as you want, when you become ready (Chapters 5 and 7 get you there).



Considering the benefits

Having the bed with sides only, and no bottom, also means less to buy and build and less weight. A raised bed both defines and contains the soil mix and the plants. Many people have found that a simple frame makes for a truly manageable gardening project.

Elevating allows you to fill the box with quality soil, even customized to certain plants if you so desire. A variety of good things happen with this bottomless box of good soil mix:


	Plants get to grow in a quality, controlled environment.

	Drainage tends to be excellent, which many plants relish.

	Starting up every spring is less work.

	The mix warms up nicely, a condition that many plants enjoy, inspiring them to grow earlier and faster.

	Weeds and pests are less of a problem, so plants grow more freely and are healthier.

	If your gardening efforts have been stymied by poor or soggy soil, those worries are gone.

	If your gardening efforts have been stymied by digging critters like gophers, simply cover the bottom of the bed with hardware cloth, durable metal mesh that blocks the pests but allows water to drain out. Find out how to do this in Chapter 6.



Raised beds also make gardening more accessible. Does gardening hurt or strain your back? Do you have limited mobility? Make a raised bed as tall as 2 or 3 feet (or more) and you can reach right in to plant, tend, and harvest — far less bending. Raised beds are great for people who use walkers or wheelchairs.

They also make it possible to grow more in less space. Thanks to your ability to create posh growing conditions, including keeping weeds at bay (what are they going to do, climb up and over?), you may space plants more closely and they’ll still thrive.

And last but not least, a raised bed’s boundaries give a nice tidy look to the whole project. A lot of gardeners, particularly those with limited space and time, really appreciate how a raised bed is, well, defined. Finite. The edge is the edge! Within its four walls, it’s simple and, truly, so satisfying to raise good, happy, pretty, productive plants. Garden in a box — you’ll love it!




Getting Started

Take a little time at the outset to consider how best to proceed. The following sections discuss the idea of location, location, location and also the general look.


Choosing a good spot

In almost any home landscape, from an urban apartment to a suburban yard to a large property out on the rural route, you can identify an optimum spot — optimum for you and your household, but also suitable for the plants.

To determine a spot that gets maximum sunlight, take the time to observe — realizing that light changes somewhat with the seasons and most likely most of summer is your priority. After all, you may be surprised. Do avoid open, wind-gusty spots and low ground where water pools after a rain. See Chapter 5 for details.

Looking carefully and pinpointing wisely sets the project up for success. And how cool, when you realize what you’re really doing is taking a location that previously was unused, unusable, or underused and turning it into a thriving garden!



Coping with site challenges

A perfectly perfect location may be elusive. Priority goes to max sunlight, sure, but what about if the spot isn’t level or is occupied with something else?

No worries — you can adapt. Chapter 5 has good advice on how to properly clear out a site and set up a raised bed securely.




Making Bed Decisions

You have options. Looking at materials and colors and styles is the fun part. Bear in mind how much gardening space you can manage to fit in and care for. You can allow for possible future expansion, rather than biting off a huge project at the outset. Here I examine the different types/materials, as well as dimensions (length, width, height).


Contemplating types of raised beds

You have a lot to choose from when selecting what material to use when building a raised bed. Here’s an overview of your choices. (Chapter 3 takes a deeper dive.)


Wood

Classic wooden boxes are popular, affordable (depending on the type of wood you select), and practical. Many gardeners appreciate their rustic look. True, wood will rot over time, but you can invest in types that are significantly more durable (such as cedar and redwood) and/or buy time by coating the lumber with a food-safe preservative.

[image: Warning] Pressure-treated lumber, popular for decks and other outdoor, exposed-to-weather items, isn’t recommended for raised beds. The chemical treatment may leach into a raised-bed soil mix, which isn’t good for the plants and may make them unsafe for consumption. Same goes for using exterior paint on the boards — I wouldn’t.

At any rate, you can buy a kit, you can pay someone to make your wooden raised bed(s) to your specs, or you can make one yourself. As carpentry projects go, making one yourself is pretty simple (Chapter 4 walks you through construction from shopping and tools to assembly). You can even make one out of upcycled materials.



Metal

In recent years, metal raised beds have burgeoned in popularity. They’re a cinch to put together and come in a range of sizes and appealing colors. Although they’re not cheap, they never rot. Even their color is quite slow to fade, due to powder-coating technology. Whether you favor bright hues (yellow, orange, teal) or something more understated (sage green), these are undeniably appealing and attractive.



Fabric

Fashioned from the same tough material used for other outdoor products from sails to lawn furniture, fabric raised beds are actually quite durable, and many plants adore life in them. May be worth considering!



Miscellaneous options

Some people have created good raised beds out of cinder blocks, stacked rocks or bricks, and other materials. Nothing wrong with these materials if you have access, can afford, don’t mind hauling them to the chosen site, and like the look.




Thinking about size and shape

Some raised beds are long and thin, others are square boxes, and you might even entertain other geometric shapes from stars to circles. (Chapter 2 weighs the pros and cons of each.)

But common to most all is width: The consensus is 4 feet wide, which has been time-tested and has many fans. The reason is accessibility. Any wider than that, and reaching into plant, care for, and harvest your plants is difficult. You can certainly go skinnier — which limits the number of plants you can fit, though the narrowness may be dictated by your chosen site or you may simply like the look.



Looking at bed height

The height, or depth, of a raised bed can vary, but no matter what you go with, make sure the bed is able to accommodate the root systems of your plants. Wooden beds 8 to 12 inches high are typical and work just fine for most popular plant choices.

But what if you want to do less bending and stooping, and therefore want a taller bed? You can invest in knee- and waist-high metal raised beds. These types make planting and tending a breeze for many people, including those who use a walker or wheelchair. Or you can build a wooden one up, accomplished by stacking boards to the desired height and reinforcing them for stability. You can find a closer look at all in Chapter 4.




Setting Up Your Raised Beds

When you’re ready to roll up your sleeves and install one or more raised beds, some best practices will save you work and aggravation later. These include the following considerations.


Preparing the site

You never want to just plunk a raised bed down without any work on the site first. That’s true even if the existing soil there is awful. You don’t want a bumpy site or to spare any weeds or grass. Bare ground is best.

A brief overview of the action items, in order, follows (refer to fuller details in Chapter 5):


	Removing existing vegetation

	Removing rocks, clods, roots, and any other obstructions

	Leveling work



Then you can bring the bed forth to see how it sits, and adjust, usually by shoring up the dirt here and there.



Lining the bottom

Lining the base of your bottomless box is almost always wise. Remember, an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. (The exception: deeper beds for raising plants with substantial root systems, such as dwarf fruit trees — those roots should be unobstructed. Consult Chapter 13 if this interests you.)

[image: Remember] Allowing water to drain through remains important, but you also don’t want nice soil mix to rinse away. Also you don’t want weeds or lawn grass to sneak in. Therefore put something on the ground’s surface where the bed will go, or, if the bed has been set down, to line its bottom — either way. You can go past the edges for good measure.

Here are your choices, in order of intensity (the magnitude of perceived threats):


	Cardboard or paper: Flattened, nonglossy plain cardboard is great, as is craft paper or newspaper.

	Weed-blocking fabric: This heavy-duty material comes in rolls and can be cut to size. It lets water through but blocks interloping weeds or lawn grass.

	Wire mesh: Message to the gophers, moles, and shrews: You shall not pass! Be sure to use small-mesh (¼ inch) and longer-lasting galvanized “hardware cloth.”





Making paths

Skip this if you plan only a single bed, but if you’re putting in two or four or more beds, good wide paths between aren’t only helpful and practical, but they also can be good-looking.

To alleviate the headache of weeds and maintenance, line the area with cardboard or weed-block fabric. Actually, for a substantial raised-bed area, don’t do this piecemeal; prep the entire area, as I describe in Chapter 7. (Don’t lay down plastic, which blocks the passage of water and oxygen and disintegrates over time, leaving a hard-t0-clean-up mess.)

Paths can then be filled in with one or more of these materials: bark mulch, straw, rocks (stones, pebbles), crushed shells, pavers, rubber mats, or turf grass. Each type comes with pros and cons, and sometimes climate will dictate your options (for example, if you live in a windy spot, straw’s a poor choice).



Putting in and maintaining soil mix

Only the good stuff! The majority of plants people like to grow in raised beds, including vegetables, do great with a well-drained, fertile mix. You can buy topsoil, compost, dehydrated cow manure, and various other good ingredients by the bag or truckload.

You can make and use your own compost, and/or try recipes recommended to you by seasoned gardeners. The important thing is to include plenty of organic matter. The next-most important thing is to keep after it because the mix will settle and your plants will consume its nutrients. Replenish and top off regularly. Chapter 8 includes some solid advice.

[image: Tip] For deeper/taller beds only, save money and start down the road of self-sufficient, organically enriched soil by using hügelkultur. The short version is that you place branches, trimmings, and decomposing logs in the bottom of your bed to break down gradually, and ladle the regular soil mix overhead.




Focusing On Planting Techniques and Choices

When at last your raised bed is ready to receive plants, you may have questions, particularly if you’re a novice gardener. Chapter 9 goes over all the moving-in matters, including:


	Choosing seeds or plants: Some things are easy to start from seed indoors, whereas others aren’t and you’re better off purchasing seedlings. Some plants can be sown directly into your raised bed as soon as spring is in full swing, and pop up quickly — for example, little radishes and beautiful nasturtiums. You can find out what you’re willing and able to do by trial-and-error.

	Knowing how to plant: Best practices include waiting until the soil mix has warmed up, handling baby plants gently, and understanding some thinning will be needed after a spell.

	Grouping by similar needs: Gardening this way is even easier when plants who share similar requirements for water or sun or certain soil nutrients are grouped or share a bed.

	Gardening by the square foot: Justly popular, this tried-and-true technique maximizes yields in small spaces and works well in raised beds.



The following sections focus on deciding what to grow in your raised bed, and how much.


Figuring out what to plant

Choices, choices. Part 3 tours them all, from vegetable crops, to flowers (including bulbs), to herbs, to fruits. All sorts of plants flourish in raised beds, and your challenge may be settling on a few that fit.

It helps to remember that there’s always next year, or, installing additional beds!



Narrowing it down

In general, you want to choose plants and varieties that do well where you live. Smart variety choices can help you avoid pests and diseases known to be a problem in your area (that is, seek out resistant varieties). Also, owing to the compact size of a raised bed, seek out smaller types. Bigger and rambling plants can still thrive but will need support and perhaps some pruning or pinching to help keep them in bounds.

Some raised-bed gardeners like to mix it up and enjoy a variety of plants. Others give strawberries, rhubarb, or potatoes their very own bed, or devote a full bed to salad greens.



Keeping busy beds

I predict you’ll want to keep them going, with little or no down time during the growing season. Here’s a quick overview (refer to Chapter 18):


	Savvy choices: The more you know, the more you can grow! Certain varieties of certain plants are highly productive or give a “cut-and-come-again” harvest.

	Succession planting: When you harvest some plants but want more coming on, this technique makes it so. Basically every week or two, depending on what you’re growing and how well the plants are doing, you add more. You fill vacancies and keep younger plants on deck. This way you get a continuous, manageable harvest.

	Crop rotation: Basically you group plants in the same family together. They consume the soil nutrients they favor and possibly attract pests or diseases you don’t want to establish (flip to Chapter 16 for preventative strategies and remedies). So the next season, you change it up, moving them to a different location or different bed and slotting in something completely different. Works great! (Full disclosure: four beds or more is best.)






Maintaining Raised Beds

For best results — healthy, attractive, productive plants — you have to take good care of them, and of the bed itself. This isn’t difficult; Chapters 15 and 19 go into fuller detail.


Watering

The soil mix in raised beds tends to dry out faster than soil in a raised-bed garden (just as with potted plants). Therefore, you have to be on the case. Stop by and check on your plants often and deliver water consistently.

To make watering easier, install an irrigation system (some come in grids that help facilitate square-foot gardening (check Chapter 9) or at least a leaky hose.



Fertilizing

A raised bed filled with organically rich soil is ideal, but over time two things happen:


	It settles somewhat.

	The plants consume its riches.



Therefore, feeding boosts plant growth and productivity. There are organic and inorganic options, including slow-release fertilizers. Chapter 15 helps you get a handle on this.



Mulching

Maintaining a 1-to 2-inch layer of nice organic mulch is an excellent idea in a raised bed for these reasons:


	It suppresses any weeds that might try to sneak in.

	It helps conserve soil moisture and mitigates soil-temperature fluctuations.

	It contributes some texture and nutrition to the soil mix as it gradually decomposes in place.



Do it! You’ll end up saving yourself greater effort and time, and your plants will thank you. Chapter 15 has more details and tips.



Preventing pests and diseases

As with humans and other creatures, healthy habits and good nutrition make for a healthier and more resilient raised-bed garden. Should problems develop and pests appear, consult Chapter 16 for help.



Harvesting

Plucking veggies and snipping herbs and picking flowers are among my favorite gardening chores. In a raised-bed garden, you’ll be doing these things often. Take care not to disturb neighboring plants, obviously. Other tips, including some that boost productivity, and recommended tools, are in Chapter 17.



Caring for the beds themselves

Wooden beds do eventually break down, but there are good ways to get maximum mileage out of them. Even metal beds appreciate some regular care. Fabric ones, while surprisingly tough, also benefit from routine maintenance. Minor repairs may also be needed at times. None of this is tricky, but none should be neglected, either. Discover the basic practices in Chapter 19.






Chapter 2

Determining Your Raised-Bed Design


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Envisioning your raised bed in your garden and yard

[image: Bullet] Determining your project’s size and scope

[image: Bullet] Looking at shape options

[image: Bullet] Configuring and positioning special-use raised beds



Nearly every fresh addition or renovation — inside your home as well as outdoor gardening and lifestyle decisions, of course — seems to need this step. Envisioning. Imagining. Dreaming. Plotting and planning. This chapter is about the bigger picture — get it right and make it look great.

Whether you’re thinking of just dipping in a toe to try a single raised bed, or you’re eager to devote a chunk of the backyard or even a portion of your front or side yard to raised-bed gardening, you owe it to yourself, and to the success of the project, to pause and ponder. Isn’t that why you picked up this book?

Here I guide you through a few practical considerations and review some design ideas. I also look at how to make raised-bed gardening work for kiddos and for people who are wheelchair-bound or have other accessibility issues.

[image: Remember] Although raised-bed gardening certainly has its practical benefits, making the addition(s) attractive is not only worthwhile, but it’s also fun.



Finding a Place for a New Garden

The main thing you need to know about placement is the sun! The more sunlight a raised bed gets, the better, because so many of the plants you may want to grow — from veggies to flowers — thrive on plentiful sunshine. I delve into determining if a spot will work out and the fine points of orientation in Chapter 5.

For now, just bear sunshine in mind as you survey your options. I organize into common locations but read over anything that may apply, just in case. (If, however, your yard is simply more shady than sunny, you can still grow an attractive bed. In that case, seek out shade-tolerant plants such as hostas and woodland flowers — Chapter 11 has some specific suggestions.)

[image: Remember] Sometimes you know or find out that an otherwise good location for gardening not only has poor soil but it also has been contaminated (with herbicides or worse; see Chapter 6 for guidance). All the more reason to turn to raised-bed gardening.


Suburban yards

Often suburban yards, all told, amount to at most a quarter-acre — which doesn’t have a ton of gardening room. Raised beds are a great way to create space for growing and managing plants other than ubiquitous, boring, maintenance-demanding lawn grass (or, if you’re in an arid climate, expanses of gravel). With a raised bed, you can control the soil mix, make sure it’s good (full details are in Chapter 8), and grow a few things very well.

Raised beds in such settings also have an appealing neat-and-tidy look. If you have an HOA (private homeowners association), be sure to check before proceeding in case gardening-plans approval is necessary, of course.

[image: Remember] Here are a few other important things to consider:


	Sun and shade: The more sun that hits your raised bed over the course of a day, the better. So setting up close to aforementioned boundary plantings or a fence may turn out to be too shady. Particularly, avoid trees, which may also annoyingly shed leaves or needles into a raised-bed garden, and whose roots can interfere (causing the ground to be uneven, for example). (Refer to Chapter 5 for more details.)

	Access to water: Raised beds tend to dry out faster than comparable-size in-ground gardens, and so watering becomes important. (You can find more information, options, and advice in Chapter 15, including saving time and money with raised-bed-customized irrigation systems.) Therefore, be sure a water source is conveniently close by. For example, be sure your hose can reach, or invest in a longer one.

	Sightlines: Raised beds that you can see from inside the house are a good thing, not just for the beauty they offer, but to remind you to stop looking out the window and trot out there and take care of something: watering, weeding, harvesting.

	Distance from the house: When growing food in your raised beds (veggies, herbs, even fruit), be mindful of the number of steps you need to walk to your kitchen.



Here I offer a few notes and considerations for the different options.


Putting raised beds in the backyard

The backyard of your suburban property typically has the most available space and may be out of sight of your neighbors due to hedges, trees, privacy fencing, and so forth. So you can feel free to do what you like.

You may find that your backyard offers several good spots, so take the time to discover where is best. A nice problem to have! (You probably have space for more raised beds down the line, if you so desire.) Even after you’ve attended to the sun needs and other practicalities, you also want your raised bed to fit in with the rest of its surroundings. Keep the following in mind:


	Don’t block access with a play structure or picnic table. If something like that is in a good sunny spot, perhaps you can move it and put a raised bed or two there instead. (After all, plants aren’t as flexible about location!)

	[image: Tip] Make your raised bed parallel to your house, garage, patio/deck, or fence. Lining it up on the same axis of any of these structures turns out to be important, especially so if your yard is smaller. Not lining up your bed makes for an unattractive, jumbled look and can make your backyard feel crowded or disorganized.






Squeezing beds into a side yard

Among the many advantages of raised-bed gardening is the opportunity to turn unused and unlikely spots into gardening space because the typical raised bed is only 4 feet across at most. Some metal raised beds are a mere 2 feet across. So, if you have a narrow corridor of space on either side of your home, raised beds are worth considering.

Side yard soil tends to be lousy, mainly I think because this part of a property is typically a dumping ground or storage area. Installing a raised bed or two is an easy way to bring in good soil and start gardening.

Side yards have unique challenges:


	The narrowness may make it hard to access your raised bed.

	There may be too much shade, not just from a fence but also from your house or garage (although you may choose to grow plants that prosper in some shade — consult Part 3).

	If you don’t have a sightline, you may neglect to look in on your raised bed and take care of it.



Proceed with care and, obviously, don’t go ahead if conditions are too challenging.

[image: Remember] If your side yard remains your best spot for raised-bed gardening, you may have better luck fitting in a couple of narrower ones, such as those 2-foot-wide metal ones.



Showing off out front

Suburban front yards traditionally haven’t been showpieces. There may be unspoken social pressure or even law-enforced standards to keep the landscaping tidy and I feel, all too often, dull. Some grass, some flowerbeds, green foundation plantings absent of showy flowers, maybe a little garden décor tucked in. Sometimes there are some potted plants in attractive containers marching up the sides of the front steps, which is a sweet touch.

Gardeners who do more with their front yard — say, grow edible plants or a pollinator garden — are sometimes considered mavericks. In some places, deviating from the norm is not only frowned upon but can also lead to a citation from the Codes department or the HOA for not mowing or growing “weeds.”

[image: Tip] If you’re considering raised beds for the front of your home, sigh, check with City Hall or the HOA board first to be sure they’re not prohibited.

And yet there are compelling reasons for using raised beds:


	They can look tidy even with exuberant growth within.

	Their contents can grow freely and be safe from foot traffic.

	Perhaps best of all, they can turn underutilized sunny space into an attractive asset.



[image: Tip] To make a front-yard raised bed more attractive to casual passers-by and to lend a splash of color, plant some flowers in the bed but along the outer edges. Marigolds are a good choice (with the added advantage of helping to deter pests). Zinnias are another good choice; pollinators love them. Nasturtiums are lovely — let them cascade down the sides as they grow.




Urban raised beds

Sometimes, a lot can be done with a little, and raised beds are an inspired answer to the various challenges of gardening in a city. Soil may be quite limited, infertile, or so compacted as to be impossible to work with, and a raised bed filled with healthy soil mix turns the unused or eyesore spot into a mini oasis.

If pests or vandals of any kind, human or animal, are a concern, protect your wee garden with fencing or netting (something that lets in light even as it obstructs). (For more on contending with raiders, turn to Chapter 16.)


Community gardens

For many, renting a plot in a neighborhood community garden is a good introduction to raised-bed gardening. Not only may it be your best chance or best available spot, but the raised bed is also likely already in place. You don’t have any responsibilities or worries about constructing/buying, siting, or perhaps even filling!

Here are a few tips if you decide to pursue this route:


	Scout and sign up. Explore your immediate neighborhood, with an eye to the site being accessible to you, because you’ll want to go there often. Talk to the gardeners you meet there, to see whether you like them and they’re willing to share information and help. They, or signage, will direct you to whomever is in charge, so you can get all the details, including how much it costs to use a bed for a season. (Just be forewarned that you may have to sign up the previous autumn or even be put on a waiting list.) If possible, do your reconnaissance later in summer, when the core group of gardeners — the ones who stuck with it — are on hand.

	Tidy up the bed and improve the soil before planting. Many community gardens share resources, including soil mix and compost. I share soil-mix wisdom in Chapter 8.

	Seek advice before you plant. When choosing plants, your best source is the regulars in the same space! They’ll know which ones do well and which pests are present.

	Follow the rules. Know where to dispose of garden debris, clean up at season’s end, don’t use chemicals if they’re forbidden, respect the other beds, and so on.

	Be prepared to be present. Plan to visit often and stay an hour or two each time or longer. (Bonus: You’re going to make new gardening friends!)





Cramped front yards

One of the most inspiring raised-bed gardens I ever saw was in an inner-city neighborhood (Montreal), in a front yard, behind a chain-link fence and over a bed of gravel. It sported four small raised beds (each was 2 feet × 4 feet) jammed into the long, narrow space. You’d come around the corner to view a great burst of green foliage and colorful flowers and veggies. The sight was thrilling and cheerful, allowing me to forget all the nearby concrete and even the ugly fence. To be fair, this garden was on the corner of a wide street, a site that maximized sunlight exposure.

For a postage-stamp-size spot out front of an apartment building, first check with the other occupants and the landlord to be sure it’s allowed and will be respected. Then erect something that fills the available space — use it up. (Why? To avoid sharing the space with other stuff, such as trash or recycling bins or locked-up bicycles.) Make sure you’re still able to reach it from various angles, not just to plant but to tend and harvest.

Be sure to check out the image of a small urban raised-bed garden in the color insert — inspirational.



Balcony and rooftop beds

If a balcony or rooftop bed is your best bet due to limited space and it’s good full-on sunny spot, that location might work, but you have to address or prevent potential problems (if the following issues are too challenging, then raise your plants in pots and containers instead):


	Weight: A filled raised bed can be quite heavy and the chosen spot must be able to structurally support it without buckling or worse, caving in. Put in several smaller beds rather than one large one, or just go to regular (smaller-size) containers and pots. You can help distribute the weight more evenly by laying down boards.

	Moisture: Any place a raised bed lives will have moisture on the bottomless bottom. That’s not a problem in a yard, but on other surfaces it can be a problem or even a deal-breaker, not only becoming (potentially) perpetually damp but also staining the surface it sits upon. (Also no soil below can detract from the health of the soil mix in the box — see Chapters 5 and 6.) Solve this problem by instead raising plants in containers with drainage holes, set on trays or saucers to capture excess water draining off.

	Logistics: You probably need to get permission from whomever owns your building. Even though you have rights to your own apartment or condo, you don’t have exclusive rights to common areas. The landlord or manager will be concerned about these kinds of issues: 

	Weight and moisture: As I mention in the previous two bullets, these are significant concerns, so be prepared to alleviate those worries with a good plan.

	Transporting everything: Carting bed materials, soil mix, and plants up and down stairs or via an elevator has to be doable for you.

	Safety: A friend of mine in an urban apartment building was denied because the super worried that someone (a child perhaps) could climb up onto or into her balcony raised beds and be that much closer to tumbling right over the railing.







To be fair, raised beds in these locations do have some advantages:


	You get to turn unused space into something pretty and productive.

	The raised beds may be quite out-of-reach for the usual garden pests, whether marauding mammals or insect nibblers.






Out on the rural route

Even though gardeners out in rural areas tend to have ample gardening space and often opt for in-ground gardens, sometimes raised beds are a better choice, including these reasons:


	The native soil is poor quality. The soil in the best sunny spot could simply be lousy, drain poorly, or potentially be contaminated (fuel or herbicides were spilled there in the past, for example). Erecting a raised bed and filling it with excellent soil mix solves that.

	The yard is a busy place. Animals, cars, trucks, riding mower, heavy or farm equipment are coming and going, and a small veggie or flower garden is at risk of being run over or trampled. A raised bed will command attention rather than be overlooked.

	The best spot is adjacent to the road or driveway. This means that not only is it vulnerable to getting trampled, but road salt, poor drainage, bush-hogging and weed-whacking activity, and/or snow-plowing also all impact the spot. Raising the garden up off ground level protects it from such threats and also signals “there’s a garden here, folks.”

	You’re busy. You don’t have the time and energy to put in and look after a large garden. A raised bed keeps things simple, manageable, and productive.




WHAT YOU GROW MAY DICTATE RAISED-BED LOCATION

Raised beds are suitable for any number of plants — be sure to browse through Part 3 for all sorts of ideas and advice, and do additional research calibrated to where you live. But often what you choose to grow will either limit or dictate where the raised bed should go.

If you have your heart set on certain items, find out their needs before proceeding. Here’s a few quick examples to show you what I mean:


	Herbs: These plants need full sun for most of the day.

	Vegetables: Some love full sun (tomatoes), whereas leafy greens, radishes, and carrots do just fine in partial or part-day shade.

	Flowers: Whether you want to raise quick-growing, colorful annuals or invest in perennials, know what they favor. Some like plentiful sunshine, and some like it shady or at least some shelter from blazing noonday sun.

	Fruit plants: Strawberries want lots of sunshine, whereas gooseberries and rhubarb are more forgiving of less light.








Mulling Multiple Beds

Placing just one raised bed isn’t so difficult for most gardeners, but you may decide it looks lonely or isn’t enough gardening space for you. Putting in several, however, may feel ambitious. Well, it is! It’s a commitment not only of space in your yard but also a commitment of gardening time and effort.

However, you may be persuaded to go all-in if:


	You have the space, in an area with lots of sunshine.

	You like or need an organized look. (Confession: Even sloppy or haphazard gardeners or ones who start out with a tidy project but by late summer have a jungle on their hands, discover that an area of raised beds gives … the impression of order!)

	You’re attracted to the thought of compartmentalizing your crops. That is, different beds have different contents or themes. Flowers in this one, potatoes in that one, garlic in another, and herbs filling yet another bed. Refer to Part 3 for more on all these enticing options.

	Your soil is poor and you just don’t have the bandwidth to undertake digging it up and improving it for better fertility or better drainage. And yet you long for a big, productive garden area.

	You want less hassle. In-ground gardens often contend with challenges that raised-bed gardens mitigate or avoid. You can enjoy a longer growing season, good drainage, grow more plants in less space, and thwart vexing enemies like gophers.



If you’re persuaded to go with multiple beds, keep reading the following sections for more ideas.


Making a garden area

Don’t just purchase or build a half-dozen raised beds (for example) and plunk them into an open but unprepared space. The area will look and function far better if you clear it out beforehand, leveling it as well as you can, taking steps to thwart weeds and tunneling pests, and making it attractive. Chapter 5 lays out the full details. You also want to create low-maintenance paths between the beds and Chapter 7 has what you need to know. Check out a nice photo in the color insert.



Starting small, allow for future expansion

Depending how much money you can spend and how much initial effort you’re willing and able to put in, I suggest you start smaller and perhaps, space permitting, add more raised beds later.

Therefore, have a plan, at least on paper if not strung out over the ground as I describe in Chapter 5. Measure out a larger area, accounting for paths and beds you’ll add down the line, even if you don’t clear the area out now.

Then install your starter beds and get them started. Your confidence will grow over your first season and by the second year, you’ll be ready to follow up by putting in more.



Considering different layouts

Often raised beds are rectangle-shaped and people lay them out in neat rows. This layout works great in terms of sufficient access space, nice paths, and a tidy, organized look. But it’s not the only way.

Here are some fun alternatives (that may involve varying sizes or shapes) you may consider (you can see some examples in the color insert):


	Run trellises between two separate beds and plant flowering vines in one or both beds to decorate them.

	Create a central bed (smaller or larger than the rest) and array the others around it.

	Put something attractive and attention-grabbing in the middle: a fountain, birdbath, picnic table, bistro table and chairs, piece of garden statuary, or single dramatic potted plant (for example, a fig tree or a big ornamental grass in an urn or half-barrel). Then, array the raised beds around it.

	Stagger the beds so visiting or caring for them requires paying attention to where you’re walking. It’s an interesting look.

	Stack beds with larger ones on the bottom and one or two smaller ones stepping up.

	Make a flower design; the center is a small bed of something colorful (such as annuals), and the four or five surrounding beds (the “petals”) are each planted to something different.

	Enclose the area with a low stone or brick wall, fence, or hedge, and add an archway or gate or two for access. Add seating, a composter, and/or other practical items. The goal is a self-contained garden oasis.



[image: Remember] Being creative is fine and fun but always make sure that the beds are neither too wide to work in, nor too narrow to plant, and that they have at least 3 feet of access space between them (for most situations). (Find path-making guidelines and details in Chapter 7.)




Choosing a Shape

The easiest raised bed to make yourself is a rectangle or square, but you can certainly construct something different. Ready-made beds and kits tend to be rectangles or squares too, but if you look, you find a few variations, such as circles, ovals, and triangles (check out Figure 2-1).

[image: A diagram of two types of raised-beds. Left, four L-shaped raised beds. Right, a hexagonal shaped raised bed with 6 divisions.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 2-1: Make a raised-bed garden area using a variety of bed shapes — there’s no rule that says you can’t.


Bear in mind, that metal raised-bed kits can be configured into different sizes and shapes — consult the instructions that come with and consider those alternatives.

Honestly? You can do whatever you want. Here I give some of the considerations, pros and cons, and so on to help you discern if something different is something you want to try.

[image: Remember] I’d be remiss if I didn’t comment that offbeat-shape beds may sacrifice planting efficiency for a stylish or playful look — you may not be able to put in as many plants.


Going with traditional rectangles and squares

Traditional rectangles and squares are the most popular and most common shape for raised beds because of simple practicality. You can easily reach the middle of the bed along the whole length. Plus this size is an optimal use of space and materials.

Furthermore, rectangle and square beds are easiest for rigging hoops, as I describe in Chapter 4.

Variations to consider, space permitting: Beds or multiple beds that create a layout that is horseshoe-shaped, L-shaped, or H-shaped. Some of these are good for multiple users, such as a crowd of kids learning about gardening (refer to the section “Designing for Kids” later in this chapter).



Looking at other shapes

But wait, there’s more! Here are some additional options.


Circles and ovals

Curves are more pleasing to the eye. Unlike traditional rectangles and squares, these shapes don’t have corners to navigate around or perhaps bump or scrape yourself on as you work in the area. However, they’re not quite as suitable for overarching hoops or adding trellises to support climbing plants such as cukes or morning glories.

Otherwise, though, these shapes are a fine place to raise all sorts of plants. A fun use of circles and ovals is filling them with herbs or flowers, so they’re decorative as well as productive.

[image: Remember] If you want to avoid sharp corners/edges on your raised beds, look at metal beds, easily configured into various shapes with, yep, rounded corners.



Novelty shapes

Triangles, hexagons, pentagons, and stars require some advance layout planning — don’t launch without a plan that meets the requirements of the plants (sun, space, and so on) and the gardener (navigating you, the contents, and a wheelbarrow in the area). Paths between them should be as low-maintenance as possible, such as gravel, or you’ll end up devoting too much time to keeping them clear and weed-free — very annoying.

These sorts of beds can be tricky to plant in, but one way to create more space in a novelty-shaped bed is to go larger. More advanced carpentry skills are necessary to make offbeat or complex-shaped raised beds sturdily. The strong corners need special attention; otherwise, you get something that looks cool but is difficult to use and that comes apart over time.

[image: Warning] A carpenter friend insists I tell you that “making odd shapes is a pain in the neck.” Not impossible, just tricky. “Don’t wing it. Get and follow plans,” he adds. Plans are available online.





Designing for Kids

Get ‘em while they’re young. I’m sure I’m not alone in having been exposed to gardening from an early age — it can make a big impression, indeed, be foundational. Raised-bed gardening is well-suited to introducing children to growing food and flowers. The smaller, contained space suits a shorter attention span. They won’t trample the contents accidentally or on purpose. Properly built and planted, everything will be in scale and within reach.

For this reason, schools, after-school programs, and even daycare centers who have the space and the willing adults put in raised beds and involve the kids in planting, care, and harvesting. You can duplicate this at home.

[image: Remember] Making kiddie raised-bed gardens totally organic with good soil mix and no toxic pesticides or herbicides is important and easy to do. Because children are eager to touch and sample plants, you don’t want to feel any hesitation or concern when they do.

These sections explore some design ideas, gleaned from those who have introduced raised-bed gardening to youngsters.


Making the project practical

Smaller is better, no matter if you’re working with toddlers or teens — what you’re doing is introducing them to gardening. You can build patience and extend attention spans with this project, but only if you’re patient and realistic.

Here are some overall tips:


	Keep it simple. That way they can actually do some or most of the work (not you).

	Watch the clock. If you only have an hour or less per day in a busy school day (for example), the planting, maintenance, and harvesting tasks need to fit in that time frame. Or they won’t get it done and, equally important, the results of their efforts won’t be obvious to the kids.

	Make it in scale. Little ones like to work in shorter beds that they can reach into, maybe even ones whose sides they can sit on. Same goes for older children, though with bigger people you can use taller (deeper) raised beds, maybe even metal ones.

	Attend to safety. This is especially true when using tools and handling plants. Avoid sharp edges. Adult supervision is key.

	Teach but be patient. Talk about plant anatomy, how plants grow, how things ripen, and so on, as your audience needs and pays attention. If they unintentionally harm a plant (pull up the whole thing when they think it’s ready, for example), don’t scold. Explain.



[image: Tip] Toddlers, especially, are hard on plants because they’re eager to touch and handle them. Plants on the outer edges of the planted beds sometimes get over-loved (mauled) so, actually, it’s okay if the bed is wider so that plants in the middle are just out of reach and can grow in peace.


Layout tips for the kiddie raised-bed area

Refer to these helpful tips when designing and laying a kiddie raised bed:


	Wide aisles, if utilizing more than one raised bed, are best. Unlike tending raised beds at home, there will be more people crowding in and you want everyone to be able to see and participate.

	Long, narrow beds (for example, 2 feet wide and 10 feet long) give more kids more access.

	U-shaped or H-shaped layouts also give more kids more front-row access.





Garden-planting decisions with children

Here are some important decisions you have to make when setting up a kiddie raised bed:


	Involve them in choosing plants. Let them select a variety of plants and maybe direct them toward ones that grow quickly, such as radishes and greens — tomatoes are awesome but take forever to be ready. Another popular choice is pole beans, which can be trained on a tepee, perhaps forming a little fort or hideaway inside.

Things they choose themselves are much more interesting to them. If they have a say in what’s planted, they’ll be more motivated to care for the plants and pick and eat the harvest.


	Weigh the use of seeds versus seedlings. Consider the following: 

	Seeds are cheaper and give the opportunity to observe plant growth over many weeks, but they’re also vulnerable to drying out or even rotting with overzealous watering. Also if the kids are little, have them participate in planting larger seeds like beans (carrot seeds are too tiny).

	Seed-raised plants require thinning to alleviate crowding (seedlings, not so much, of course). The kids need to be capable of doing thinning work without ripping out everything!

	Seedlings are often a better choice and easier to plant in the bed because their growth is well underway, so growth is more successful and harvest isn’t distant.





	Create shallow trenches between plants. These trenches help direct watering (aiming at plants directly can be blunt force!).






Making the project fun

One primary goal in having a raised bed for the kids is to make raised-bed gardening enjoyable for the kids. Here are some suggestions:


	Involve them in plant selection by reading catalogs together. Kids are drawn not only to the descriptions but also the names. ‘Baby Boo’ mini pumpkin is somehow more appealing than one named ‘Spark’; purple green beans are cool.

	Invest in little colorful watering cans. That way, several kids can water at once, saving time and eliminating waiting for a turn. (You want the kind with a rose/showerhead on the delivery end; the water comes out too fast and hard from spout-ended ones.)

	Teach them to observe and collect pests. You may think broccoli worms and squash-vine borers are gross, but kids can be less squeamish and help you manage such problems … organically!

	Let them sample. So what if the beans are still small or the tomato isn’t fully ripe or the carrot is dirty — let them graze and enjoy. Join them so they see it’s okay. They’ll be more comfortable and enthusiastic.

	Get them to teach and help one another. The more hands-on it is, the more they’ll love it.






Creating Beds for Accessibility

A lot of experimentation and work, including identifying and setting regulation-compliant standards, has been done around creating practical work areas for people who are disabled. Here I focus on just the basics and how accessibility works for raised beds.

This info in the following sections is useful if you’re doing raised-bed gardening on your own property for a household member or yourself. If you’re undertaking a raised-bed garden area for a senior-living complex or a public space, you’ll want to track down full requirements in cooperation with whomever is authorizing and funding the project.

Raised beds give gardening (or give gardening back) to people who otherwise couldn’t access or manage the layout and demands of a regular in-ground garden. It’s so empowering: independence, productivity, fun, nurturing something, growing fresh food — all out in the fresh air.


Determining practical dimensions

Here are the main accessibility concerns to address and some guidelines:


	Height: The raised bed should be at least 30 inches tall. (To be clear, this is for accessibility; the plants don’t need that depth. Consult Chapter 8 for more about filling deep beds.) A wheelchair-accessible bed needs to be elevated high enough to be reached without bending or straining; measure the wheelchair to make sure. A gardener using a walker may prefer to work standing or sitting down on the flip-up seat — both also call for a higher raised bed. Just be sure that the top 8 to 16 inches, where the plants will grow, is good soil mix.

	Width: The raised bed should be at least 22 inches wide. This width has proven to allow a mobility-challenged gardener to reach everything in a bed comfortably.





Considering bed-design alternatives

To assure additional or necessary access and comfort, here are two other ways to make the beds:


	Raised up: If working head-on in the bed turns out to be a tricky proposition due to limited upper-body flexibility, consider a different design. Make or buy sturdy beds that are elevated on legs, so a wheelchair and the gardener’s lower body can scoot in under the bed, thus bringing them quite close to the bed.

	Slanted entry: Instead of vertical sides, beds can be constructed with slanted beds (slanting inward; see Figure 2-2), which allow a wheelchair to roll in while still maximizing space for soil mix and planting as much as possible.



[image: Rectangular planter box with trapezoidal supports. The box is divided into sections.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 2-2: Construct a slanted raised bed to allow better, closer access for someone in a wheelchair.




Focusing on accessibility

When you want to install several raised beds, or ones of extended length, your best bet is H-shaped, L-shaped, or U-shaped configurations. These allow one or more gardeners to navigate the beds from various angles and/or to work in tandem.

Paths between beds need to be wide enough not just for whatever the wheelchair or walker may require but also its turning radius. As such, they may be wider than the 3-foot width typically recommended for laying out raised-bed areas. Consult Chapter 7 for details.



Empowering use

Here are some items and ideas that should prove helpful:


	Provide adapted tools. The tool collection for maintaining raised beds always includes trowels, weeders, and pruners, but disabled gardeners may also appreciate helpful items like grabbers, smaller watering cans that are easier to lift and use, watering wands, and any version of a favorite tool that has an extendable handle. Lighter-weight tools and ones with ergonomic and/or curved handles are also often appreciated. Check online for companies that specialize in such products; a lot is available.

	Offer shade and shelter. Raised beds exposed to bright sunshine warm up as the summer goes on, drying out the soil mix more quickly (Chapter 15 discusses watering techniques in detail). Sometimes it’s a bit too much sun for the plants themselves and shade cloth should be erected over the bed; support it high enough so the gardener can also fit under and keep working (weeding or harvesting, for instance).

	Add convenience and stability aids. Grabber bars, handles, extra seating of appropriate height and width, gardening kneelers, and smaller wheelbarrows with ergonomic handles are among the items you can include to make working — and taking breaks in — a raised-bed gardening area.








Chapter 3

Making Up Your Bed


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Surveying the different kinds of wood

[image: Bullet] Considering plastic, metal, and fabric alternatives

[image: Bullet] Looking at cheap and scavenged rigs

[image: Bullet] Pondering brick and stone beds



Although the most popular and widely used material for raised beds is wood, it turns out that you have quite a lot of choice here. Some woods are more durable, some are less so; some look and age well, others do the job but don’t last as long. Here I lay out and discuss your choices — what you want, for your specific setting and budget.

Of course, you don’t have to use wood.

There’s a host of interesting alternative materials and I provide a tour of those as well. Make sure to evaluate their look, strength, cost, and performance. In the end, you may find raised beds of plastic, metal, even fabric more appealing than standard wooden boxes.

I also spend a little space discussing temporary and inexpensive raised beds, in case they suit you. This includes making raised beds from salvaged materials. Or you may consider tougher materials like brick, stones, cinder blocks, and the like — see what you think.

Overall, the plants don’t greatly care what kind of raised bed you grow them in. Plants of all kinds thrive in properly installed and filled raised beds. Ultimately your choice here is much more about personal preference — the look you like for your garden and perhaps also issues of accessibility (height and width).

[image: Tip] If you remain undecided about what kind of raised bed to install, even after going through the information in this chapter, ask yourself: How long do I want my raised beds to last? Simple pine boxes are the cheapest, but if you’re replacing them every few years for a decade or more, investing in better materials from the start, like cedar, or one of the other super-durable types, like metal or brick, may make more sense financially.

[image: Remember] Whatever you choose, it’s not a forever commitment. The wide range of choices are just that, choices. Do your own research and look at some of these raised beds in person in your town or neighborhood or at the photos in the color insert. No rule says you can’t give something a try for a season or two and then change your mind. Or put in different kinds of raised beds. Find out what works best and looks best — for you and your yard.



Considering Types of Wood

Raised beds made from wood are the crowd favorite, to be sure. That’s because they look, feel, and even smell natural. They look like they belong in a yard and garden — and they’re generally quite affordable.

If you have other wooden elements in your home landscape (wooden fence, trellis or pergola, deck, porch, picnic table, play structure) and/or a wood-sided house or outbuilding, and you’re sensitive to the overall appearance or theme of your property, wood raised beds are an obvious choice. Here I explore your various wood choices and factors and features that may affect your buying decision.

[image: Remember] Lumber comes treated and untreated. Treated means the wood has preservatives in it to prolong its life. Untreated wood is preferred for raised beds.

[image: Warning] Although some research suggests that the risks are small, I suggest avoiding using treated lumber when installing wooden raised beds for two main reasons:


	If you’re cutting it and get sawdust in the air, that’s an inhalation hazard.

	If you plan to grow food plants, be aware that the chemicals leach into the soil in the bed and can enter the roots. Maybe minimally, maybe not enough to place you or your family in danger of harm or to outright cause cancer. At the very least, the leachants can adversely affect the tiny creatures and microorganisms that live in soil and keep it healthy, aerating it and helping break down organic matter.




Exploring the advantages and disadvantages of using wood

You may already have wood, including your house itself, on-site. If you have outdoor wood items already in your yard, you’re probably aware of the pluses and minuses. These are the most obvious.


Pros to using wood

The best things about wooden raised beds:


	Functional: Wood is natural, with a plain, rustic, or tidy look.

	Affordable: Wood tends to be cheaper than the other materials I discuss in this chapter.

	Biodegradable: Because wood is a natural material that breaks down over time, its impact on the environment is significantly less than synthetics and metal.





Cons to using wood

Here are some drawbacks about wooden raised beds:


	Shorter lifespan: Wood breaks down when exposed to water/damp and in the presence of certain microbes and insects — not to mention the opportunistic critters (beetles and ants) move in as the wood begins to rot.

Wooden raised beds tend to crack, split, warp, and certainly rot over time. After all, they’re getting it from both sides: damp soil inside and exposure to weather outside.

More than likely, you’ll eventually have to dismantle your wooden raised beds and, if you so wish, start over with new ones. How short is their life span? It depends on the wood and your specific conditions, especially climate. Refer to the later section “Looking at different woods” where I review the different kinds of wood and address longevity.


	Building: Time, skill, and tools are needed to make a wooden raised bed, whereas other types, depending on what you choose, can be assembled easily and quickly.

	Maintenance: Wooden beds do require some attention. At installation, perhaps. At minimum, you may do periodic cleaning, oiling, shoring up, and repairing. For more details and advice, consult Chapter 19.

	Accessibility: A basic wood box type of raised bed is low to the ground. You’ll have to kneel, or sit down, to work in it. Some of the other types that I describe later in this chapter are taller. (Of course you can make a taller wood box by stacking the planks, but that’s a somewhat more complex construction project, of course, because taller sides need to be attached properly and supported. Chapter 4 has the full details.)

	Minor annoyances: As wood boxes break down over time, cracks appear and if you aren’t careful, you can get splinters when you’re working in and around them. Decaying untreated lumber means rot, mold, and fungus — some people have aversions or allergic reactions to these.

	Risky leaching of chemicals: Treated wood may be more durable, but those preservatives, over time, enter their surroundings, including the plants you’re growing and harvesting. Because raised beds are bottomless, the chemicals also may leach into the soil. That’s not good; there are risks to not only microorganisms in the soil but also the plants you’re growing in the bed and any adjacent ones.




AVOIDING HARMFUL TREATED WOOD

Because wood used outdoors and in contact with weather and damp ground is prone to rot, the lumber industry treats raw lumber with chemicals and sometimes heavy metals to create options that hold up better, that is, longer. Treated lumber tends to have a telltale green or bluish-green tint; it may also have a chemical or oily smell. Of course, it should also be labeled as such.

The application method in a nutshell is as follows: Timber is put in a sealed chamber, a vacuum removes any moisture and air, and then the wood is pressure-treated to infuse it with a preservative. Alternatively, wood can be sprayed, soaked, or dipped in a preservative, then dried or cured.

Here are some treatments you may encounter:


	Alkaline copper quaternary (ACQ): This is a newer process, and it doesn't contain any chemicals considered toxic by the EPA, however neither are they organic-approved. Wood treated with it could be acceptable for some gardeners.

	Chromium, copper, arsenic (CCA): Also called chromated copper arsenate, CCA is a mixture that effectively prevents rot. A couple decades ago, the EPA directed the timber industry to address the danger. Wood treated with CCA is no longer sold for use in residential projects. So, in fact, you’re unlikely to find it for sale these days anyway; I mention it because if you happen to google “treated lumber,” you’ll still see warnings about this and the warnings are outdated.

	Borate-treated wood: This safely and effectively rebuffs incursions by fungi and insects. Used in building and not ideal for ground contact, however.

	Creosote: This stinky tar-based stuff has traditionally been used to coat wooden railroad ties and utility poles, which should be as long-lasting as possible; obviously, it’s toxic. The word seems to have gotten out and you don’t see people using salvaged railroad ties in gardens anymore.








The long and short of it: Understanding wood when shopping

When walking through the lumberyard for some wood for your raised beds, keep the following in mind.


Heat-treated versus kiln-dried wood

Take a look and you see both kinds. Direct your attention to heat-treated lumber. This wood is certified to be free of wood-eating insects and pathogens. On the other hand, lumber that’s merely kiln-dried hasn’t been sterilized and only heated to the point that its moisture content and thus weight is reduced; the process also reduces undesirable warping. Kiln-dried wood isn’t a good choice for raised beds.



Thickness of the boards

Thicker wood is important so the walls of your raised bed will be sturdy, stable, and up to the job of containing the contents (soil and plants) without buckling. Aim for 2 inches thick, labeled as 2-by or “[image: math] lumber” (8 quarters of an inch).



Length of the boards

For a lumber bed, use 2-by boards such as 2×8, 2×10, or 2×12. To be precise, a 2×8 board is one that measures 2 inches thick and is 8 inches tall (wide, deep); a 2×10 board measures 2 inches thick and is 10 inches tall (wide, deep); a 2×12 measures 2 inches thick and is 12 inches tall (wide, deep).

[image: Technical stuff] Short stuff! I’m truly sorry to inform any novice carpenters, but the actual dimensions of lumber are somewhat less than labeled. A 2×8 board, if you were to take a measuring tape to it, measures about 1½ inches to 1¾ inches by 7½ to 7¾ inches.

Length can vary or be cut to order at the lumber yard, or to suit yourself at home, assuming you’re handy with a saw.



Dimensions of your raised bed

Say you want to have a raised bed that’s 5 feet wide by 12 feet long. In this case, buy two 12-foot lengths for the long sides and two 5-foot lengths or one 10-foot length cut in half for the short sides. As the French say, voilà!

Of course, buy more boards if you’re planning several raised beds. Also buy more boards if you want taller (deeper) raised beds, with the plan of stacking and supporting the sides.




Encountering wood variations

Your shopping expedition may lead you to more than just finished lumber. Here are some variations you might see and consider (Chapter 4 also addresses other additional features you may want to add to your beds):


	Rough cut: Also referred to as unfinished lumber, this is simply wood that hasn’t been planed or milled, so the dimensions and appearance are rough; the surface is raw, with visible saw marks. However, it’s readily available at the recommended thickness for raised beds of 2 inches and is perfectly acceptable for making raised beds.

	Timbers, landscape timbers: Large, solid, rectangular wood often used for outdoor landscaping projects like retaining walls and edgings. Unfortunately they’re often pressure-treated, which I don’t recommend if you’re growing food in your raised beds — in that case, shop for untreated. Common dimensions for these are 4×4 inches, 4×6 inches, and 6×6 inches; lengths are 4 to 8 feet. Easily stacked.

[image: Warning] If you look at the fencing area of the lumberyard, you may be attracted to pickets and figure purchasing them is a way to treat yourself to a better-quality type of wood. However, typically they’re too thin and flimsy to make a good raised bed — avoid them.






Talking about durability and longevity

Not surprisingly, wood that’s more inexpensive tends not to be as long-lasting. You get what you pay for. Get the best-quality wood you can afford.

[image: Remember] Some woods are just naturally resistant to decay for a couple of reasons:


	The trees grow in damper settings, so they’ve evolved to tolerate more moisture.

	The trees have high natural oil content, which helps preserve the wood naturally. Cedar, juniper, and redwood are three sterling examples.



To generalize, softer, untreated wood beds may only last a few years before rot sets in; the more expensive, resistant woods allow your beds to last a decade or more.

But understand that your raised beds — no matter what wood you end up using — will eventually show rot over the years, especially where the boards meet the ground. Not to fret, though. For this sort of use, you can tolerate some decay for a while before you contemplate replacing the beds (refer to Chapter 20).

When seeking longer-lasting boards, keep an eye open for the following:


	Select boards with a high percentage of heartwood — the dark, richer-colored wood — because it’s better quality.

	Pick ones with dense growth rings (at least eight rings per inch).

	Choose boards with as few knots as possible (knots are weak spots where splits or breaks can happen).



[image: Warning] In recent years, there has been a disheartening decline in lumber quality as tree plantations grow the wood too fast and/or harvest it too young, resulting in reduced strength and durability.



Looking at different woods

As I mention throughout this book, untreated or raw lumber, not pressure-treated or preserved with potentially harmful chemicals, is your best purchase. Untreated wood is safe and perfectly acceptable for constructing raised beds.

[image: Remember] Sawmills and the places that sell lumber aren’t fussy plant experts, so they sometimes play loose with the names of the trees from which lumber originates. There are different kinds of spruce, but you probably won’t get an exact ID. Southern white pine is any of several species; you won’t get an exact ID there either. Some places offer pine and SPF in general as “whitewood,” which is horticulturally meaningless and refers to the light hue of the lumber. Deal with the names, then, as a raised-bed builder, not a botanist.

Table 3-1 gives a brief rundown of wood, starting with the cheapest and most perishable and ending with the nicest but most expensive choices and pros and cons to each when putting together a raised bed.


TABLE 3-1 Exploring Your Wood Options




	Type of Wood

	Pros

	Cons






	Pine, Southern pine

	Most affordable option.

	Not durable.




	Spruce

	Affordable.

	Not durable.




	SPF (Spruce-Pine-Fir), Whitewood

	Inexpensive; widely available; lasts several years; exact ones vary by region.

	Not durable.




	Douglas fir

	Tight-grained; strong; attractive; not expensive.

	Warp-resistant, but exposure to the elements and damp soil makes lumber shorter-lived.




	Hemlock

	Often used for pallets and crates, more durable and longer-lasting than pine.

	Prone to splintering.




	Cypress

	Durable; resistant to rot, insects, and fungi.

	More expensive.




	Juniper

	Tough; long-lasting; resistant to rot and insects.

	More expensive.




	Cedar

	Most desirable and most attractive; resistant to decay and insect damage; long-lasting (10 to 15 or more years), even in damp climates.

	Most expensive.




	Redwood

	Attractive and long-lasting (15+ years).

	Pricey. May be harder to find.







Bear in mind that not all of these woods are available in every market, and that quality and prices vary.

[image: Tip] If you live in the Pacific Northwest, you might be able to score more affordable reclamation juniper. This wood isn’t from a managed forest plantation or traditionally logged but rather culled from sites where juniper is considered non-native or a nuisance tree — for example, Western juniper in parts of Oregon.

[image: Tip] If you’re interested in cedar, ask your lumberyard if they carry or can order “ugly cedar” boards, ones that are considered unsuitable for beauty-needed projects like fencing, benches, decks, and so on. These boards should be cheaper and are perfectly okay for raised-bed construction.


SMART SHOPPING FOR LUMBER

When you’re ready to shop for wood, head to your local lumberyard. Here are some important details to consider before laying your money down and taking your wood home:


	Determine whether or not you want to buy ethically sourced lumber. If so, look for FSC-certified labeling, which refers to the Forest Stewardship Council, a group that monitors and assists sustainable, well-managed forests worldwide.

	Inspect each piece. Variability is natural and normal, but you’re looking for flaws including areas of discoloration and gouges or scratches. Reject such boards.

	Assess whether the boards are straight or warped. (Of course longer boards are more likely to be a bit curved.) Stand up your selections side by side and eyeball them and then pick the straightest ones.

	Double-check your measurements. Make sure you don’t buy more or less than you need.

	If you’re buying longer pieces that need to be cut, let them do it. Home-supply stores and lumberyards have good, powerful saws and, of course, plenty of experience. Often this service is free, so why not? (Another advantage: your purchases fit better in your vehicle.)








Looking at Composite Products

Deck-, porch-, and gazebo-builders have embraced composite wood, especially in damp climates, because it’s weather-resistant and lasts far longer than real wood — build it once, and you’re done.

And this stuff looks like and may even feel like wood. It appears so real, visitors to your home may be fooled, until they examine it more closely, walk on it, or run their hands over it.

Not surprisingly, these composite products aren’t cheap.

However for a far-smaller project than a deck, porch, or gazebo, maybe you’re willing to spring for composite wood. It’s worth considering. The following sections explore it in greater depth.

[image: Tip] Trex is the dominant brand and sometimes used to refer to all composite lumber. Other perfectly good brand names include New Tech Wood, Fiberon, and Timbertech.


Finding out what it’s made of

Composite lumber tends to be part synthetic (usually HDPE plastic, the same stuff plastic milk jugs are made of) and part actual wood particles/fibers, bound together with various fillers as well as a blend of chemical additives. This results in a rigid, durable product that looks like wood, but it won’t splinter, warp, or crack. Nor will it rot or mildew, nor will insects chew on it or burrow into it.

Some composite lumber products are convincing with surface patterns and even texture that strongly resembles real wood.

Often this “lumber” has recycled-wood content and recycled or reclaimed plastic content, mitigating the argument that they aren’t ecologically sound.

[image: Warning] Not all composite lumber is suitable for raised beds. Some contain chemicals that could leach into the soil. Make certain you choose a product meant for outdoor use and for garden beds; it should be so labeled and of course you can ask.



Weighing your choice: The pros and cons

Using composite for your raised beds has the following advantages:


	Awesome durability: They last for a long time.

	No maintenance: Just spray the outside clean with the hose from time to time.

	An array of options: They come in a range of colors.

	No protective coating needed: They don’t need to be coated with anything, painted, or stained in any way — what you see is what you get.



Meanwhile, here are the disadvantages to using composite for your raised beds:


	Cost: They’re very expensive compared to real wood.

	Unnatural material: Some gardeners feel an artificial material has no place in a natural garden setting.

	Needs more bracing: This material is more susceptible to bending, bulging, and buckling. You’d do wise to add more side supports, particularly on the long sides.

	Some fading: If you choose a color, be advised that it will fade over the years.





Building it yourself or using a kit

You have two main choices when using composite: doing it yourself or utilizing a kit:


	DIY. You can cut these timbers the same way you’d use regular lumber — with a circular saw.

[image: Tip] Make your life easier: Create pilot holes for screws or nails. This isn’t wood!


	Use a kit. Raised-bed kits come in standard sizes; others have customizing components so you can set them up longer or wider as you choose — like a simple puzzle for grown-ups.

If you can’t find any or enough choices at your nearby home and garden center, shop online. Read and heed the reviews, factor in the shipping charges, and examine guarantee/return policies.







Trying Metal-Sided Raised Beds

Some gardeners get fed up with wooden raised beds breaking down and seek a long-lasting, long-term investment. Others do their homework, decide metal-sided ones are for them, and go straight to this option. They’re also good-looking and trendy. And unlike wooden ones, they’re simple to set up.

Metal-sided raised beds have similarities to wooden raised beds:


	They have no bottoms. The only bottom they might have is screen you put in them to discourage burrowing animals. Full details on this optional step are in Chapter 6.

	The size is up to you. They can be tall or short, provided you allow enough room (depth) for plant roots.

Similarly, you want a manageable size, so you can reach into them easily when weeding or harvesting.


	You can customize the soil mix. You have to fill them with a soil mix that suits your plants. Refer to Chapter 8 for more information.



[image: Technical stuff] Metal raised beds are made out of various materials, including galvanized steel, a mix of steel and aluminum, or corrugated metal. All-aluminum is also used, with a protective powder-coating (prevents leaching, which isn’t a big danger, but still nice to prevent).

If you’re completely unfamiliar with these options, look at the photos in the color insert. Also, go online and search for images of them or manufacturers. Three popular and widely available brands are Birdie, Sprout Box, and Vego.

A word about metal content and your garden: It’s only fair to mention that galvanized metal raised beds, over time and with exposure to water and weather, can leach zinc into the soil, particularly if your soil mix is acidic (which isn’t necessarily the case; typically compost and soil mix are pretty neutral). Zinc is used in the galvanization process. However, according to the manufacturers, the amount would be minor, negligible, and safe. In fact, a bit of zinc is considered a necessary micronutrient for plants.


Checking out their unique features and virtues

Metal-sided raised beds have the following advantages:


	Rounded shape: They’re not actually boxes (not square or rectangle), because creating corners in metal, bending the metal that way, creates stress/weak points. The corners, therefore, are rounded. (Note: The actual shape may vary by manufacturer.)

	Modular choices: Metal raised beds come in various shapes, widths (including narrower than 4 feet), and lengths. A given set can be configured in various ways. Study your options on the manufacturer’s website or at the store where you’re viewing them and imagine the fun you can have with these.

	Easy assembly: They go together quickly and easily. You don’t have to be a skilled DIYer or be handy with tools.

	Easy to move: On assembly day, or at some point in the future if you managed to empty one out, if you decide to move a metal raised bed to another spot (see Figure 3-1), you can. Step inside, grab the edges, lift up a bit, and start walking. Or get a helper and each of you take one end.

	Tough: Assuming you buy a quality brand, rust, bubbling, and corrosion — inside or on the exterior — shouldn’t be an issue. Nor are they vulnerable to dings and dents.

	Strong sides: They’re ridged, for stability. Taller ones are one piece, not stacked like you’d do with boards to gain height.

Longer metal beds (say, 2×8) come with easy-to-install bracing rods. If you really want extra support for a smaller kit, you can always order some rods separately.


	Deeper/taller beds: A foot high is typical, but you might prefer to not have to stoop. Taller beds are so convenient and kind to your back! For example, you can find ones that are approximately thigh-high (24 inches) or even hip-high (34 inches).

	Colorful options: The color is provided with a protective, weather-durable powder coating, such as you see sometimes on outdoor furniture and garden decor. If you don’t like silver-gray color or the reflection off of it bothers you, choose a color.

[image: Tip] When choosing a color, consider your summer temperatures. If your summers get hot, avoid black or a dark color; go with a pastel hue or tan.

When choosing a color, consider the surroundings — the color of your house or shutters or the color of dominant flowering plants you plan to grow in these or even just adjacent flowering shrubs or trees. In other words, make it make sense.

I wouldn’t get several different colors if I was putting in several, though, because after you add plants (which will be of different colors), the whole scene becomes overly busy and loses unity.

[image: Tip] Colorful raised beds can be a marvelous choice when you’re gardening in full view of the neighborhood, such in a small urban front yard or in a corner lot. They bring such a festive and fun look (which can’t really be said of traditional wooden ones).


	Very long-lasting: They’re durable and last 20 years or more.



[image: Rectangular, corrugated metal raised garden bed with soil and horizontal supports.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 3-1: Metal raised beds are sturdy but can be picked up and moved around your yard until you decide on the best spot.



A HOT ISSUE — WARM METAL BEDS

Metal conducts heat — metal raised beds warm up and hold in heat better and for longer than their wooden counterparts. Consider your climate and what you want to grow, in full knowledge of the following mixed reviews:


	Yay! You can enjoy a jump-start on spring — and a productive garden further into fall. Seeds sprout and seedlings thrive more readily in warm growing conditions, as any indoor seed-starter knows. Raise some in your metal raised bed and you can get an earlier start in spring and be harvesting a bit longer into fall.

	Nay! Heated-up soil causes plants, especially baby ones, stress; cycles of wilting then getting rehydrated aren’t good for many plants.

	Yay! The warmer soil in metal raised beds is great for many favorite herbs, certain popular flowers (see Part 3) and is a plus if you’re gardening where summers are cooler.

	Nay! Warm soil dries out faster, necessitating more irrigation. In prolonged hot spells, you may observe the soil mix actually pulling away from the sides — something you’d never see in a wooden bed.



Tip: You can mitigate heat in your metal raised beds by mulching the soil surface and/or providing shade (see Chapters 15 and 19, respectively, for more details).

If you’re gardening in a climate with hot summers and you want metal raised beds, at least get ones with light-colored sides. Black, dark green, or any darker hue is going to absorb more heat and you sure don’t want that.



[image: Tip] When shopping, you might consider investing in a kit. Pick out a metal raised bed that comes with a custom-fit, soil-level irrigation grid, including the manifold (which connects easily to a hose or water spigot). I talk more about raised-bed irrigation options in Chapters 8 and 15.



Looking frankly at the downsides

Here are some cons to using metal-sided raised beds:


	Cost: Prices vary depending on source, size, and color, but generally speaking you can expect to pay substantially more than wood. I spent about $60 on a simple pine 4×8 box; a similar-size metal one could easily run $200 to $400 or more. (However, you may consider it a long-term investment.)

[image: Warning] The cheaper ones do rust over time, particularly around the fastening screws. Also cheaper ones may be flimsy.


	Not natural: The appearance matters to some gardeners. If it matters to you, return to wooden boxes. If you don’t mind or want to have fun with the look, though, go for it.

	More frequent topping-up needed: Metal raised beds encourage faster decomposition of organic material within (not unlike how a hot compost pile functions). Even though topping off of soil mix is expected within all raised beds over time, the contents of metal raised beds break down faster, so you can add this chore to the general expense.

	Possibly, sharp edges. This is a concern with cheaper versions, whose top rim is unprotected and thus may be sharp. A sharp edge will be uncomfortable to grab or reach across.

The nicer, pricier brands have smooth, rolled edges and also often come with a protective rubber gasket to place over the top edge. But time and exposure to sun and weather can cause it to deteriorate and then you’ll eventually be dealing with sharp edges after all.

Either way, unlike the rim of a wooden bed, you can’t sit on the edges of these beds and leverage won’t be as comfortable or easy.


	Hot to the touch: On a hot summer day, especially if you’re bopping around your garden in a T-shirt and shorts and come into contact with the sides, or even just grab the sides with your bare hands, you’ll notice. They may be sizzling hot to the touch. If your summers are hot, at least don’t get dark-colored ones.

	Not a fit for square-foot gardening grids: Whether purchased or rigged on your own, metal beds don’t lend themselves to this popular approach to raised-bed gardening. However, some manufacturers of metal beds offer grid-shaped irrigation systems that are customized to fit their product; buy these together.

	Tricky add-ons: I’m talking about hoop frames, a lid/cover, or even just a cucumber trellis. The metal sides are thin — the problem isn’t just how to attach something, but will it even be stable?

However, suppose you just want to throw clear plastic or row fabric over a raised bed to encourage seedlings and/or discourage pests? Go right ahead, but as you wrap up your bed, you’ll have to use plenty of material and anchor or weigh down the edges so they don’t get loose and start flapping around. This can work, but there goes the spiffy esthetic appeal that drew you to metal raised beds in the first place.

However, if you can find them, like the look, and are willing to shell out even more money, some manufacturers offer customized additions, which mostly seem to be supported by heavy plastic PVC piping that you insert into the bed’s soil mix (rather than fastening to the sides). You can even buy covers that fit over and zip or fasten closed.


	[image: Remember] Greater carbon footprint: Many people, myself included, are drawn to gardening, nurturing soil and plants and therefore ourselves and our families, because we want to raise good food at home. There are lots of worthy reasons to do this, including eliminating or reducing your dependence on store-bought food and all the infrastructure and resources associated with growing and transporting it. But does it make sense to pursue that ideal while growing food in metal beds, a material that takes a substantial amount of energy to produce, manufacture, and ship? Something for you to ask yourself.

Should you want to stop using your metal beds, you can make sure to repurpose or recycle the materials.






Understanding assembly

When you acquire a metal raised bed, it comes with all the parts: panels and hardware. It also comes with full assembly instructions, so here I give you an overview of what to expect. The short version is: it’s easy, typically accomplished in less than an hour.

Basically you connect the panels together, overlapping as you go, to form the size and shape you want. (If you’re not sure, study the website of the manufacturer; these websites are very thorough and helpful.) You use bolts, washers, and acorn nuts — washers and nuts go on the inside.

Bracing rods across the interior middle may be optional, but you’ll want them if your metal bed is longer than 6 or 8 feet, for added stability. They help keep the bed from bulging outward after it’s full of soil mix and plants. Follow the simple instructions; they’re secured with supplied bolts.

Lastly you put down a protective rubber strip along the top edge, pressing it into place as you work your way around the bed. You can cut off extra rubber with sharp scissors if you want. This strip protects you from sharp edges and helps prevent rust — a nice and effective finishing touch.




Eyeing Fabric Raised Beds

Before you roll your eyes at this idea, I hasten to assure you I’m not talking about the sort of fabric used for clothing or curtains! Think instead of outdoor-tough materials used to make items such as hammocks, deck-furniture cushions, sails, and banners.

Fabric raised beds are made of geotextiles. This special material’s permeability aerates the roots and the soil and allows for good drainage. Many plants will prosper in such a home. Figure 3-2 shows a basic fabric raised bed.

[image: Illustration of a woman tending to a raised garden bed with various plants. The garden is rectangular and elevated.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 3-2: A fabric raised bed is supported by a frame of PVC piping.


One detail may not be immediately obvious but is important to point out: These types of beds also have a fabric base, not an open base resting on the surface below. So perhaps purists will say that they aren’t really “raised beds.” (You can get ones that are smaller than standard raised-bed sizes and end up considering those, well, essentially interesting large containers.)

Fabric raised beds are special-use and not for every setting or climate. The following information helps you determine if they’re right for your assembling and gardening skills.


Identifying their assets

The material is geotextile, a breathable polypropylene. The cloth is supported by a frame of 1-inch PVC plastic tubing as well as PVC elbows and caps.

[image: Tip] Get four extra PVC caps for the bottom of your legs and cut about a ½-inch shorter pipes. Doing so protects the bottom of your fabric bed from cuts/rips.

Here are some basic characteristics of fabric raised beds:


	Properly assembled, they’re quite sturdy.

	They’re breathable and porous, so the fabric lets in oxygen, which is beneficial for plant roots (root crops like potatoes, sweet potatoes, and beets love these beds).

	When roots hit the sides/meet the fabric, they don’t grow through (they can’t, the weave is too dense), so they split or branch. The result is a denser, more compact root system, which is a good thing!

	The lining is moisture-lock, which means that moisture is forced into the soil mix. (Hydrophobic soil, soil that’s not absorbent, is thus prevented.)





Knowing where they’re appropriate

Because they’re lighter-weight than many of the other options that I discuss in this chapter, fabric raised beds are suitable for setting up on decks, balconies, or rooftop gardens (depending on the size, of course). They’re especially good for raising root vegetables and for confining ornamental plants that are vigorous spreaders or invasive.

In a colder, wetter climate like the one I live in (upstate New York), I’d never choose fabric raised beds. Our seasons, especially winter, would ruin them. I can just imagine their frozen, unsightly water-stained sides. (I suppose some gardeners in colder climates would be willing to empty them out in the fall, dry them out, then fold and store them over the winter in a garage.) However, if you garden in a mild-winter climate, they might be great.

If you do choose them, here are a few manufacturer recommendations:


	Use them for outdoor growing in humid settings.

	Use them for outdoor or greenhouse hydroponic gardening (where you feed your plants directly rather than feeding the soil).

	Get beds that are smaller than the tent, so you can use a plastic drain tray or so you can tuck in extra fans or a humidifier. (For example, place 3×3 beds in a 4×4 tent.)





Understanding assembly

Typically a kit comes with detailed instructions, and you can also consult online videos. The special fabric comes folded up neatly that you unfold and set up. PVC fittings are provided.

The PVC pipes for the supporting frame aren’t included, however, because they add too much weight and bulk, jacking up the shipping price. Instead, consult the instructions for recommended lengths and amounts, then go get the pipe locally. (One-inch, “schedule 40” is sufficient.)

You’ll want a mallet and screws/electric screwdriver to secure the finished product. You may want to invest in extras like drain trays and a covering trellis.

Brand names include Back to the Roots, Grassroots, Geoplanter, and Smart Pots.




Building Scavenged or Cheap Raised Beds

Gardeners are ingenious people, and many appreciate the benefits of raised beds but do it their own way.

[image: Remember] To reap the raised-bed benefits and help whatever you plant within to thrive, be sure you allow sufficient space for the soil mix: 6 to 12 inches deep is good for most plants. Also make some provision for proper drainage.

Here are some nifty ideas you may wish to try:


	No frame at all: The cheapest raised beds are ones that have no support at all — they’re simply a raised mound of soil. Your plants will still enjoy the soil you choose for them and benefit from good drainage.

However, wind, time, and weather — or a few good summer thunderstorms — and these will slump, collapse, or wash away. If that happens, return to this chapter to pick out a supporting material and install an actual raised bed.


	Upcycled materials: I’ve seen all sorts of creative approaches. Choose something that’s sturdy and durable, or your clever project won’t last more than a growing season or two. Here are some ideas I’ve admired: 

	Old dresser drawers: Be sure to take out the bottom, which in some cases is a matter of removing staples or small nails and then sliding it right off.

	Discarded vintage cast-iron bathtub with porcelain enamel coating: Unfortunately the drainage won’t be sufficient. A way around that is to fill the bottom with a layer several-inches thick of pebbles or rough gravel, then take care not to overwater after the soil mix and plants are in place.

	Wooden flat-bottomed boat: Cut out the bottom, or at least drill holes in it, for the sake of good drainage.

	Iron or brass bed frame: The structure actually can serve as a boundary and also a trellis (for things like morning glories or cucumber vines); hold in the soil mix with a frame of paver stones. It’s quite charming to see an actual raised bed that looks like a bed.

	Old wooden ladder: Lay it on its side, fill, and plant within each “box” between the rungs, probably only one per unit.





	Scrap lumber and wooden pallets: Reclaiming and reusing pieces you find from, say, an old fence, a collapsed building, shed, or barn, or discarded wooden pallets can be tempting. Check YouTube and Pinterest to see how others have done this and to find step-by-step instructions.

[image: Warning] Avoid slender and worn boards, because they’ll be too flimsy and also will succumb more quickly to rot when they’re in constant contact with the damp soil of a raised bed. (As with purchased wood, I encourage you to favor 2-inch thick boards.)

[image: Warning] Don’t assume that all cast-off materials or scrap wood is safe to use. Some pieces or items might be treated with chemical preservatives, have remnants of paint from a former life, or harbor nails or screws that require a lot of time to remove. Refer to the sidebar “Avoiding harmful wood preservatives” earlier in this chapter.




You have assembly options: There is no rule that says that scavenged lumber intended for a raised bed must be deployed in a horizontal fashion. Shorter pieces (that came that way, or that you cut to size), including ones of varying width, instead can be erected vertically to form a wooden box (see Figure 3-3). I recommend that you finish off by topping the frame with 2×4 edging (which, like molding installed in a house over a floor, hides the slight unevenness or imperfection of the cut tops).


MAKING HYBRID RAISED BEDS

You don’t have to adhere to any one of the types in this chapter. Pinterest, YouTube, Reddit, Facebook gardening groups, and other venues reveal lots of ingenuity and creativity in the world of what I call “hybrid” raised beds. Here are a few clever constructions that captured my fancy:


	Utilize pressure-treated 4×4s for the corners and 24-inch corrugated metal roofing panels for the sides.

	Use cedar for the frame and corrugated steel for the body.

	Secure the bed’s corners with planter-wall blocks; just slide the boards into place and done.

	Create or erect a simple raised bed of regular, scavenged, or composite lumber and then put up an attractive or decorative outer layer that hides the true exterior from view.





[image: Illustration of a rectangular planter box with vertical planks and a top frame.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 3-3: Salvaged lumber too short for a raised bed? Set the boards up vertically.




Considering Sterner Stuff

No rule requires that you must make a bottomless raised bed out of the popular materials of wood, metal, or other items that I discuss in this chapter. You can make raised beds out of stronger materials if you want. If you do a good job of constructing, these sorts of raised beds can last for many years:


	Bricks: Stack up new or used bricks to make a low-walled bed. Add strength by using mortar and/or staggering the bricks as you build (as Figure 3-4 shows).
[image: Illustration of a raised garden bed with flowers and grass growing inside, enclosed by a brick border.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 3-4: To make a brick raised bed more stable, stagger the bricks.



	Rocks/stones/slate: Making a bed out of these materials (refer to Figure 3-5) takes some skill, time, and ingenuity, but the result can be quite handsome.
[image: Illustration of layered rock formation with varying strata and textures. The layers are horizontal and stacked.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 3-5: You can stack slate pieces to form an attractive raised bed.



	Concrete/cinder blocks or concrete pavers: Easier to build up than irregular stones, these types are quite practical and sturdy (see Figure 3-6).

[image: An illustration of raised bed by made by blocks.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 3-6: Create a strong, long-lasting bed with cinder blocks.


Two potential downsides though:


	With prolonged exposure to damp soil mix, moss can establish on the exposed surfaces.

	They can leach lime into your soil mix, changing its pH. After a year or two of using them, order a soil test and adjust the soil mix according to the resulting recommendations.











Chapter 4

Constructing Raised Beds


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Planning and preparing your raised bed

[image: Bullet] Building a standard wooden box

[image: Bullet] Lining up corner and side support

[image: Bullet] Adding useful features



This chapter is a practical one, specifically about putting together bottomless wooden raised beds, by yourself or perhaps with a helper. Doing so isn’t that difficult, even if you have limited experience in construction projects. I assume you have little experience and anticipate your questions and concerns.

Before I actually provide the step-by-step instructions for making a basic box, I lay out some choices you want to make before proceeding. I help you decide how big it should be, where to set up to build it, and shine a light on the mysteries of screws versus nails and reinforcing a bed. After you have that stuff under your belt, you’re on your way.

You can do this!

[image: Tip] Do review everything in this chapter before starting to build. I also suggest watching a few DIY videos on YouTube; favor the ones with lots of views because those folks tend to know what they’re doing.

[image: Remember] Refer to Chapter 3 for information on various types of wood you can use and get all your shopping done beforehand.



Getting Ready

Just like baking a cake, you should assemble all your ingredients (wood and all other supplies, plus tools) and have them handy before you get started. Doing so gives you a sense of the scope of the full project and, needless to say, makes the assembly proceed easily and efficiently.

Start to finish, building one wooden raised-bed box shouldn’t take long, a couple of hours; if you can corral a helper, of course, it’ll go faster.

The next sections address figuring out the dimensions, deciding where to set up, discuss ways to pretreat the wood for longer life, and then list the tools and supplies you’ll want to have on hand.


Determining dimensions

Give some thought to the finished size, so you buy only what you need and avoid having surplus (or worse, not enough).

[image: Tip] Make a simple sketch of your plan, noting dimensions; this really helps!

[image: Remember]Chapter 3 stresses that wood that is about 2 inches thick is ideal for raised beds. If you use thinner lumber, plan on smaller/shorter boxes and even so, you had better brace the sides to prevent buckling and bulging.


Width

This dimension is perhaps the most important and non-negotiable — by that, I mean you don’t want to make a raised bed that is too wide, which is hard to plant and work in — all that reaching! Too narrow may not be desirable because it limits the amount of plants the bed can hold.

[image: Remember] A good size is 4 feet wide — most anyone can reach the middle easily, from either side. Smaller, say, 3 feet or even 2 feet across, is actually fine. You just won’t be able to put in as many plants in a narrower bed.



Length

The length of a raised bed can vary, depending on how much space you have at the intended site and how ambitious your planting wishes are. Just bear in mind that one with sides longer than 10 feet is going to need extra support — bracing — to prevent bulging. Refer to the section “Reinforcing Long Sides” later in this chapter for more information.

[image: Remember] A classic length is 8 feet. Other gardeners before you have found this length manageable and attractive. If you want a longer bed, stick to standard sizes (10 feet, 12 feet) to reduce the need to cut the boards and to be cost-efficient.

[image: Tip] If you have big gardening plans, don’t jam everything into one bed. Instead, make two or more reasonable-size beds. An advantage to this is you can organize and segregate your crops — for example, tomatoes and peppers in one, flowers in another, herbs in a third one, strawberry plants in a fourth, and so on. (You have to attend to spacing the multiple boxes apart — turn to Chapter 7 for the lowdown on doing just that.)



Depth

I recommend building a box that’s 12 inches deep — this allows plenty of room for roots of most any vegetable, flower, or even berry bush you want to grow. (Refer to Part 3 to check out plant descriptions and recommendations.)

When you shop for wood, you’ll encounter foot-wide boards. Here are the reasons to choose this standard size:


	You don’t have soil worries. If the ground below where you plan to put your raised bed is rocky or has lousy or contaminated soil, a foot of good soil mix in the bed will handily meet the needs of your plants.

	Supports you install can be supported. If you want to add a trellis or tepee to your raised bed, say, to support beans or peas or even a vining flower like morning glory, a deeper bed is better so you can really seat it in there. You don’t want it toppling over in on a windy day or under the weight of a growing plant. (More about including trellises and other supports in the section “Including plant supports” later in this chapter.)

	You control height. If you have a bad back or just don’t love bending over a lot, a deeper raised bed is the answer. In fact, even deeper than 12 inches is totally doable — raising it up to meet you, so to speak. Details are just ahead.





Considering box sizes

Here are some sizes others have had success with; choose one (or more!) of these or do your own thing (check out more ideas in Chapter 2):


	8 feet long × 4 feet wide

	6 feet long × 3 feet wide

	6 feet long × 4 feet wide

	4 feet × 4 feet

	10 feet long × 4 feet wide

	12 feet long × 4 feet wide



Another option is to include portioned boxes, made by installing a central (or, off-center) board. This reminds me of an upcycling suggestion in Chapter 3 to reuse an old wooden ladder by laying it on its side and planting between the rungs. Making your own with more planting space and depth could work out better. Either way, it’s just to create sections for individual plants or types of plants; you may like the look or feel it helps to keep you organized.

[image: Remember] Whatever size of lumber you use and whatever size box you plan: measure twice, cut once. (Hear this stern advice in your handy uncle’s voice and heed!)



Contemplating exceptions

If you march to the beat of a different drummer and like to be unique, you may also want to make your raised beds stand out. I’m not one to tell you to not be yourself. Do what works for you. Take note of the following:


	If you want your raised bed to be shorter: If you’d rather have 8-inch deep raised beds, go for it. I just wouldn’t go too much shorter than that, or your plant’s roots may not have sufficient space to develop properly; 8-by lumber is quite common and used a lot in building construction projects like framing walls.

You can also get away with a mere 6 inches deep if all you’re growing is salad greens, which are smaller plants with fairly shallow roots.


	If you want your raised bed to be deeper/taller: Raised beds that are more than a foot deep are fine, too. Stack your boards atop each other to build up sides to 2 feet or even taller. Make sure you provide additional bracing so the box is solid and resists bowing. Refer to the section “Reinforcing Long Sides” later in this chapter.

[image: Remember] Deeper beds require a lot of soil mix — or a combination of materials — to fill, more time and effort on your part, and more expense. Find out your options and the details in Chapter 8.

Furthermore, deeper beds provide a great home for all kinds of larger plants, and they’re nice to work in, at a nice accessible level, if you don’t want to bend over a lot or are working from a wheelchair or scooter.


	If you want an unorthodox shape: Circles, ovals, stars, and so forth take more carpentry skill and may have practical drawbacks. My advice is to get your hands on a set of plans to see what’s involved. Also, flip to Chapter 2 where these variations are discussed.






Deciding: Make it here, move it there?

Even though you can build a bottomless box raised bed in many spots — your garage or out in the middle of your lawn, for instance — working on a hard, level surface is ideal — maybe a patio or your driveway. You can easily see what you’re doing and keep the results trim and level.

If you don’t put your raised bed together in its final spot, get the help of another person to move it when you’re done. The classic-size box weighs about 100 pounds or so and is bulky.

If, however, you want to work right on the frame’s intended spot, that’s fine. Just prepare and level the site ahead of time. Check Chapter 5 for advice on how best to do that.



Protecting untreated wood

As I discuss in Chapter 3, untreated wood is the best option to buy for this project. Here are some important tips to get more life out of the wood you’ve purchased for your raised bed(s). Do this before or after constructing the box — whichever seems more convenient for you:


	Line the sides. Use a staple gun and construction staples to fasten cut-to-fit landscape fabric to the interior sides. You can easily cut the fabric with a utility knife, heavy-duty scissors, or box cutter.

	Double up. Use untreated lumber for the box, then add an outer layer of treated lumber or even bricks or stones (the outer box offers the added advantage of making the whole thing sturdier).

	Coat the wood. Paint all sides with a safe oil-based, food-safe, water-repellent sealant, or with organic (raw) linseed oil. Some people like butcher block oil, at least for the interior of a raised bed; it’s definitely food-safe.

Follow label directions, including the advice to apply two or more coats and to let it dry thoroughly between coats and before constructing the raised bed. Be patient because these products don’t dry quickly. You can find them at home-supply stores or purchase online.


	Stain the wood. Paint all sides with a safe, nontoxic, water-repellent stain such as whey-based products. Other environmentally friendly products contain ingredients such as tung or pine oil. Note that stain alters the look of lumber, tending to make it darker. Follow label directions. You can purchase such products at home-supply stores or online.



[image: Warning] Resist the temptation to decorate the wood of your choice with colorful exterior paint. For one, it won’t wear well when in close contact with the ground and damp soil. Furthermore, repainting or touching up after the raised bed is in place can be tricky. And as the paint wears and chips off over time, the oils and chemicals that it’s made of leach into the ground — not desirable. Instead focus on making the contents of your raised beds be the star! (If you really want brightly colored raised beds, check out metal-sided ones in Chapter 3.)



Gathering tools and supplies

Here are the items you are likely to need to build (if you had someone else cut the wood for you beforehand (at the lumber yard), skip the first four items):

For cutting the wood to size:


	A hand saw or circular saw

	Measuring tape

	Square

	Carpenter pencil



For assembly:


	Clamp

	A hammer, power-nailer, or cordless screwdriver

	A drill for making pilot holes (optional)

	Nails (12d or 16d) or deck screws or carriage bolts

	Carpenter’s level



[image: Remember] Use sharp tools in good condition. Practice safety by wearing a long-sleeved shirt, heavy jeans, tough closed-toe footwear, and safety glasses or a mask. Don’t forget a hat and/or sunscreen!


DEBATING SCREWS VERSUS NAILS

Every builder has an opinion about using screws versus nails, and here’s how you can arrive at yours. But first, here’s some general advice for either choice:


	Go long, up to 4 inches (6 inches is overkill).

	Get galvanized or stainless ones so they last longer.

	Drill pilot holes ahead of time — not required, but doing so really helps!



Nails: When you build, arrange them in an offset pattern to help prevent the lumber from splitting.

Screws: Screws tend to hold better and are easier to remove using an electric screwdriver. This keeps your options open, that is, if you want to dismantle and repurpose the bed at a later date. I advise an offset installation pattern.

Heavy artillery: Alternatively, secure your bed together with heavy-duty (galvanized for longer outdoor life) tie rods or timber bolts, yes, sold with washers.






Assembling a Wooden Box, Step-by-Step

When you’re ready to build a classic, basic raised bed — a bottomless wooden box, measuring 4 feet × 8 feet and a foot high (deep), this section is the place to be.

Work on flat ground and/or use sawhorses. Having one helper makes the job go easier and faster. Also, I highly recommend you use a cordless hand drill with ⅛ bit and drill pilot holes as you go, whether you’re putting the box together with screws or nails. It really helps. Take a look at Figure 4-1 and imagine yourself well underway!

[image: Tip] Lay out the entire box loosely on the ground, sides to ends, and eyeball the project before you get started, to help you visualize.

[image: Tip] Get some construction adhesive (like outdoor Gorilla Glue) and glue the box together first. Even if the glue doesn’t hold up in the long run, it’ll be a nice help on construction day.

[image: An illustration of a man making a square wooden box using nails and a saw.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 4-1: Constructing a basic wooden box. Work on level ground.


Stick to these steps:


	Get three boards 8 feet long, 1 foot wide, and 2 inches thick and cut or have the lumber yard cut one of them in half.

The two shortened boards become the short ends.


	Buy or have on hand a 2×4 or 2×6 board and cut it into 1-foot lengths.

Use these pieces to brace the corners (and perhaps the middle of the long sides).


	Choose a clear, dry day and set up in an open, level spot on solid ground with your tools and other supplies.

	Lay one of the 8-foot boards (long sides) flat and place a corner post under each end (with the 4-inch side flat against the board), holding steady with a clamp, if you want.

You can also wait to install the corner posts after the box is in its permanent location, assuming the spot is over workable ground and not hardpan or rocks. Refer to the next section for details.


	Drill pilot holes and then secure with four or more nails or screws.

Arrange them in an offset/staggered pattern (this helps prevent the wood from splitting).

Although some people prefer to send in the screws or nails from the inside facing out, outside facing in is arguably better because the appearance is neater and the heads won’t be exposed to the damp soil mix you’ll be filling the box with later.


	Repeat with the other 8-foot (long side) board.

	Stand up one of the completed sides on edge and line up one of the 4-foot (short side) end boards with it.

Again, drill pilot holes and then secure with several nails or screws.


	Secure both end boards and their corner posts with more pilot holes and then nails or screws.

	Secure the other end board and then sandwich the remaining long side between the ends and fasten together.

If you want, finish the box all around with some additional nails or screws.




[image: Tip] You can trust what you see in your final product, but I advise double-checking your box with a carpenter’s level. Place the level across the corners to confirm. Chapter 5 details positioning the completed box.



Reinforcing Corners

You’d do wise to reinforce the corners of a raised bed of any size — I say it’s a must. This is because no matter how the corners meet (refer to the sidebar later in this chapter), reinforcing adds valuable stability. A reinforced corner helps prevent a box from coming apart, warping, or bowing. Plus, strong corners keep it square.

Remember your raised bed will be holding a lot of weight after you fill it with soil mix and plants. Strong corners definitely help hold it all together.

There are two good ways to hold the corners, wooden posts and metal brackets. You may use either or both. Review the following to understand what’s involved.


Installing wooden posts

When reinforcing, you may fit in 2×4 or 2×6 posts inside each corner as you go. Doing so gives your bed the following advantages:


	You can insert the same (long) nail or screw that holds the main boards together right on through the board and into the post.

	You should reinforce the corners last, after the box is built and moved to its site. This work is meant to neatly secure a corner (you might find it easier to do so if you climb inside the box).

	You can press the post a bit into the ground, helping to anchor the box.



Use the following when reinforcing your corners with wood posts:


	2×4 or 2×6 boards, cut into 1-foot lengths.

	Scrap wood blocks.

	Better lumber than the material you’re using for the main box (maybe you can’t afford cedar boards but you can employ cedar posts). Why would you do this? They’ll be in constant contact with damp soil and that eventually leads to rot — better wood lasts longer, and therefore the support they offer will last longer.



Don’t use the following:


	Pressure-treated lumber (consult Chapter 3 for why not).

	Rebar because attaching it to the wood sides is an extra, and potentially tricky step.

	PVC piping because attaching it to the wood sides is an extra, and potentially tricky step.



Your goal is to wedge the post into the corner tightly, for best support and also to prevent water from getting into a gap and accelerating rot. Using a clamp or an extra pair of hands would be great here — your helper can push the post into place while you nail or screw it securely. (The nailing or screwing ideally also tightens everything.)

[image: Warning] Work carefully so you get the post neat and trim into the corner on your first try. Although you can tear it apart and start over if the edges don’t match up, every time you insert and remove nails or screws, you’re compromising the strength and longevity of the lumber (because unused holes provide an entry opportunity for moisture and insects and also facilitate cracking or splitting).



Adding metal brackets

Anyone who’s ever built, or admired the stability, of a deck or steps, has cause to appreciate the usefulness of metal brackets. There’s no reason why you can’t reinforce a raised bed with them as well, provided you use ones made of galvanized steel, which hold up longer when exposed to dampness and weather.

I recommend the L-shaped (90-degree) ones with predrilled holes. Purchase them when you’re buying the lumber — and if you’re at all unsure of the size being right, get assistance. If the brackets don’t come with screws, buy those as well.

These brackets not only enforce square corners, but they also add strength to your box overall, preventing the boards from splitting or bowing. You can install them on the inside or outside of the box, or both.

[image: Tip] Take a look at brackets made specifically to reinforce raised-bed corners, which you can find from mail-order gardening suppliers that serve DIY projects. Strong, rust-proof, galvanized aluminum ones (see Figure 4-2) are practical. Even more tempting are the longer ones that cover the whole length of your bed’s corner or ones that support the stacked boards of a deeper/taller bed. Straightness and strength!

[image: A square wooden frame with a metal bracket fastening a corner.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 4-2: You may add galvanized metal brackets to reinforce your corners.


[image: Tip] If you don’t install metal brackets on building day, you can certainly go back later and add them — a retrofit.



Reinforcing long sides

A long side is any raised bed longer than 8 feet — one that’s 10 feet long, 12 feet long, whatever you decide upon. The main reason to reinforce long sides is to prevent bowing and buckling — soil, particularly a damp mix full of plants, is heavy and exerts a fair amount of pressure on the sides.

When bracing, you may use any of the following materials, based on your budget and building skills:


	Scrap wood

	2×4s or 2×6s cut to size

	Rebar

	Thick pruned branches




USING PLANTER-WALL BLOCKS

Planter-wall blocks, designed to be interlocking for wall-building, are a great hack. They’re made of cement, so they’re heavy and durable. You only need four per raised bed (see the following figure).

[image: Illustration of a plus-shaped planter wall block with a central hole, joining two wooden pieces in a corner.]
© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.


Simply slot the lumber boards into the indentations, one per corner — easy-peasy. Just make sure you match the indentation to the board thickness so it’s a fit. (If your bed and lumber are 12 inches high and the block is shorter — typically they are 7½ inches high, it’s really not a problem; they hold the board securely enough.)

Here are a few additional other notes to remember when using them:


	They can be stacked — but for stability and safety, don’t go over 2 or so feet high.

	They tend to come in gray or tan.

	They can leach alkalinity into the soil, which potentially adversely affects plants that don’t like “sweet” soil, but honestly? The risk is pretty negligible.



Set up your raised bed on site when using planter-wall blocks. Make sure you attend to site preparation first (refer to Chapter 5).



[image: Remember] Consider how perishable your wood-type choice will be; you may have to replace it after it begins to rot.

If you’re a conservative sort of person, beefing up the sides of a raised bed of any size is smart.


Vertical bracing

The general rule for vertical bracing along the interior of the long sides of the bed is every 4 or 5 feet to prevent bowing, as shown in Figure 4-3.

[image: Illustration of a rectangular wooden planter box with soil and vertical braces.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 4-3: Prevent bowing in a box with taller (stacked) and/or longer sides with vertical braces every 4 feet or so.


Keep the vertical braces level with the top of the side board — if one pokes over, it may annoy or hurt you when you’re planting and working in the raised bed, so I recommend that you trim the excess wood off with a saw, as necessary.

If you build a 4- × 8-foot box — as I describe in the earlier section “Assembling a Wooden Box, Step-by-Step” in this chapter — you’re reinforcing the long side midway.

[image: Tip] Consider starting out with something taller/longer than the side of the bed and pushing the excess below ground level for enhanced strength — just pound it in with a hammer or mallet. (Alternatively, install flush with top and then flip the box over.)



Angled bracing

Carpenters who build houses and barns often use angled bracing to make the structure significantly stronger in the face of stresses such as high winds and strong storms. Even though a mere low-to-the-ground raised bed certainly isn’t as vulnerable, using this method can’t hurt to add stability to longer and taller boxes.

[image: Tip] Aim for 45-degree angles, which confer maximum stability. “Triangles are where it’s at,” as a carpenter once admonished me.


MEETING THE CORNERS

The standard and simplest way to meet corners is to put your boards end to side, reinforced with interior wood posts. Here are a few other ways to bring the boards together securely and at a right angle:


	Exterior post: Bring the side boards up to the post and attach separately, to the post and not to each other. Works best when you sink the post at least several inches into the ground for stability as shown in the following figure. 
[image: Illustration of 2 rectangular blocks joined at a corner with a post behind.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



	Extra hardware help: This can be as simple as metal braces on the top edge, screwed in, or you can invest in metal connectors, sold by specialty garden and hardware suppliers. Take a look at the following figure: the left one shows screwed-in top braces and the right one shows metal connectors. 
[image: Illustration has 2 parts. Left, Corner with metal flashing. Right, Corner with metal flashing and a cylindrical pipe.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.











Adding Important and Useful Features

After you complete the box, maybe you’re not done. The following sections discuss things you can add to make the final product more useful and/or attractive.

[image: Remember] Install these extras before you start filling the box with soil mix and plants.


Lining the bottom

This is the most common addition to a raised-bed box. A screened (porous) bottom prevents marauding rodents (such as moles, voles, shrews, and gophers) from tunneling in from below and eating and destroying your plants yet allows for drainage.

The barrier also prevents weeds with creeping roots, including crabgrass, from sneaking in.

Here I provide a quick-and-simple summary for how to do it now, just after building the box. Refer to Chapter 6 for complete details and additional options for lining the bottom of your raised bed, including steps to take when putting the box onto its site at last.



Finishing the top with cap boards

There are good reasons to embellish the top of your completed raised bed. It looks nicer. Trim helps protect the board edge and corner posts below from deterioration over time. This is called a cap or top rail.

If you want to use this feature, lay four cap boards of deck boards (1 inch thick) atop the exposed top of the completed box. Deck boards come in various widths (5½ to 6 inches is typical, but you can get narrow or wider ones), so make up your mind how much overhang you want.

To install, follow these steps:


	Ensure the box is level all around or the cap boards won’t be able to lay flat.

	Make careful 45-degree angled cuts to each end of the boards using a miter box so they’ll fit together neatly.

Remember “Measure twice, cut once!”


	Lay the cap boards on the box, starting with the two longer sides.

The boards should overhang the interior of the box by ¼ inch to 1 inch at most; make sure the corners meet tightly.


	Secure in place with 2-inch trim screws.

Do the corners first and then go back and screw along the four sides.




You will have some overhang (out into the yard, so to speak) of one or more inches depending on the board size you chose.



Allowing for seating

This finishing touch is closely related to the previous one on installing cap boards — you’re just installing broader boards to support yourself sitting down — on a shorter seat or a full bench. You can find examples of attached seating online, complete with plans. Also look on YouTube, where someone can walk you through what they did. Finally, be sure to check the color insert, where I include a photo of one for you to admire.

You can install the seating before you move the bed to its assigned spot, which will give you an appreciation of the physics of cantilevering — sending something off the side that will be weight-bearing. Don’t worry; after the bed is full of soil mix and plants, sitting on the seat won’t cause the whole rig to tip over.

Alternatively, you can tackle this little project after your raised bed is in use and you’ve grown tired of crouching, kneeling, or bending over it or even hauling out a lawn chair to sit on while trying to work in the bed. You’ll have a clearer idea of your needs, including where to position the side seat (or bench).

[image: Remember] When you’re ready to add some seating, remember that thicker is obviously best — 2 inches is recommended (for example, get 2×12 boards and cut to size). Use plywood, or the same wood you used to make the bed itself.

Again, confirm the top of the box is level before you begin. Follow along these steps (you may prefer a slightly different design after you do some online research):


	Lay the board along the top edge of the bed, with an overhang of an inch or so into the bed and secure it with screws.

	Cut and put a furring strip underneath for extra support.

A furring strip is an extra, supporting piece of wood. Extend the furring strip a little past the ends of the seat board for extra stability.


	Place triangular wood fins underneath the board that support it going outwards.

Fins are simply extra triangular pieces of wood, installed vertically and out of sight under a board to help provide additional support. How many depends on the length of the seat, but probably more than one is wise.


	Finish by sanding smooth.





Installing a watering system

Raised beds dry out faster than in-ground gardens. As I discuss in Chapter 15, you may water your plants by hand with a light spray from a hose or repeated visits with a watering can. But should these approaches turn into a time-consuming chore, consider adding a water-delivery system to make life easier for you (and your plants because these systems tend to distribute water efficiently, consistently, and evenly).

More details are in Chapters 8 and 15, but here are your main options:


	A soaker hose threaded through a raised bed, perhaps with a timer.

	An irrigation system, a smaller version of what some people install in large yards and in-ground gardens.

	Customized rigs offered for sale at garden-supply outlets (online or locally) that fit into standard-size raised beds. Some come with 1-foot grids, which do the job well and have the added advantage of enforcing square-foot gardening (turn to Chapter 8 for more info and details).



[image: Remember] Install an irrigation system on the surface of the bed, or only slightly buried. And lay it down before adding seeds or seedlings, to minimize disturbance. Connect to your hose or water source and add a timer if you want.



Including plant supports

Here are some nice items to add to your raised bed to help you raise and care for a variety of plants:


	Tomato cage: Not much else to do but put it in place over a seedling (tomato or pepper or eggplant) and press down to stabilize it. Your best bet is to invest in strong, sturdy cages; beware of flimsy ones. You can also reinforce a tomato cage midseason by bracing its sides with pounded-in bamboo or plastic stakes.

	End trellis: Any sturdy pre-made trellis, especially a wooden one, is easy to attach to the end of a raised bed. It will gain stability if pressed down into the soil mix a few inches and nailed or screwed to the adjacent board.

	Tepee: Many of the ones intended for in-ground gardening are too big for most raised beds. Install a smaller one by pressing it into place while the plant(s) it supports are still small, so you don’t harm them or puncture their developing root systems.

	Posts/stakes: Just poke one in where needed, as deeply as possible for stability’s sake. Secure the growing plant to it at intervals as it grows — soft strips of old T-shirts work great.



Install them now or install them after the bed is in place and full of soil mix. Any of these can be helpful in various ways, including supporting ornamental vines like morning glories or sweet peas or climbing crops like cukes, gourds, or green beans. The plants will not only enjoy support but also good air circulation and exposure to more sunshine.

You may have to experiment with what sort of support works best with which plants — and you may also discover you have to cut back climbing plants that get too full and heavy for their support and start hogging their part of the raised bed.

Like so much else in gardening, it’s a learning curve.



Protecting your raised bed with hoops

Curved hoops arching over the entire bed provide support for various covers as needed, which can extend your growing season and protect your plants. Check out the color insert for an example.

Here are the benefits to adding curved hoops to your bed. They


	Cut wind, which can dry out or knock down your plants

	Keep bed and plants warmer earlier in spring and also later into autumn, thus extending your growing season

	Discourage insect pests

	Discourage nibbling animals (rabbits, groundhogs, deer)

	Deter birds who dig up seedlings or steal your harvest

	Can support shade cloth (for blazing summer days) or plastic to create a small greenhouse/hoop house setup



Among the materials you can drape over the full bed thanks to this support system are insect or bird netting and non-woven, spunbonded polyester fabric such as Reemay (to keep out insects and help keep in warmth). I get more specific about pests and these materials in Chapter 17.

You can lay a tarp over the bed during the winter to protect the entire thing from the weather. Then you can secure it one of two ways:


	Drape a large piece over and weigh down the edges with rocks or bricks

	Use zip ties to run through the grommets and then cinched to the hoops



For full details on winterizing a raised bed in a colder climate, refer to Chapter 20.

Here I answer your what, how much, and how questions relating to hoops.


What to use for hoops

If you want to add hoops to your bed(s), use PVC pipe, one-inch across or less. It’s durable and bendable. It’s widely available in 8-foot lengths, which can be shortened as needed. (You or someone at the place where you buy it can cut the pipe pieces neatly with a pipe cutter or hacksaw.)



Knowing how much to use

You don’t need to be super-precise or do sophisticated math, just make sure all lengths are the same by sticking to these simple steps:


	Measure the width of your bed (probably, 4 feet).

To achieve the desired arch shape, the length of pipe needs to be twice that or a little shy (7 to 8 feet).


	If you find it too long/arching too high, trim to suit.

Just remember to leave a little extra for securing the supports to the bed.


	Calculate putting an arch at each end, then every 4 feet.

More than that, and whatever you drape over it won’t be well-supported; shorter than that makes working in the bed difficult.

For example, for a 4×8 raised bed: Put one hoop at each end, one in the middle, or three total. That means 3×7 to 8 feet per hoop, or 21 to 24 feet of PVC pipe.






Attaching hoop supports to the bed

There’s more than one way to attach hoops to your raised bed, and either of the following methods work just fine (refer to Figure 4-4):


	Place PVC end caps at intervals, open side up; insert a screw and, using a cordless screwdriver, secure it to the board. Then push in the ends of the pipe.

	Attach metal brackets to the inside (or outside) of the bed near the top lip. After you’ve installed the anchoring items, push the ends of the PVC piping into place.



[image: 3-part illustration of pipe installation. First, a hand inserts a pipe. Then, pipe secured with 2 brackets. Finally, a single bracket.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 4-4: Push pipe ends into attached PVC end caps (a), secure the pipe with metal brackets on the exterior (b) or the interior (c).





Erecting a cover over your raised bed

Why would you even want to place a cover or lid over your raised bed? Because this modification pushes the envelope of what a raised bed is — it essentially makes a raised bed into either a mini cold frame, a mini hotbed, or a mini greenhouse, if only for a spell (the following sections discuss both).

Just setting a cover atop a raised bed isn’t a recipe for success. More than likely someone will bump it askew or a stiff wind will shift it off or carry it away. Some galvanized hinges in back and a hook-and-eye or latch in front ought to hold it in place; you can disable or remove them should you decide to jettison the cover later.

Both uses extend what you can grow and when, so this project may be worth considering. During the main growing season, remove it and liberate your raised bed to grow other things. (Part 3 describes all sorts of options and ideas.)

[image: Tip] Although plants within love the extra warmth and protection, they still need ventilation on warmer, sunnier days or they’ll cook. You can prop open or even remove the cover on such days. Or you can invest in a (non-electric) vent controller that automatically opens and closes the cover at a preset temperature; this nifty gadget is available wherever greenhouse and gardening supplies are sold.


Cold frame

A cold frame is a bottomless box with a transparent cover that protects the plants within from cold. During the day, the sun heats up the soil and air within, and seeds will sprout or small plants will grow. During the nighttime hours, stored heat keeps the interior temperature warmer than what’s outside, reducing the chance of frost or freeze damage to the plants.

Here are a few fun facts about a cold frame:


	What prospers within: Salad greens that you plan to harvest and eat; low-growing herbs like thyme and dwarf rosemary; seedlings that aren’t quite ready to go in the ground.

	Types of covers: An old window sash or storm window, if it fits; plastic stapled to a simple wooden frame; clear acrylic/plexiglass sandwiched between wood strips and reinforced at the corners with metal corner plates.

	Modified designs: Often a cold frame is made taller in back and shorter in front, which provides a little more headroom, allows rainwater to run off, and helps trap sunlight. Different plans suit different uses and plants, so I recommend you do a little extra research online or in gardening references to help you decide how fancy you want to get.



[image: Remember] Nothing tall-growing, though, for cold frames because tall plants will bump their heads.



Hotbed

A modification is to make your cold frame into a hotbed by adding waterproof electric soil heating cables to the bottom of the bed. If you decide to do this, add the cable underneath the hardware cloth to protect it from digging. The hardware cloth will also help distribute the heat from the heat cable. If you decide to do this, be sure to use a GFCI (Ground Fault Circuit Interrupter) outlet to protect against shock when the ground is wet.



Little greenhouse

A small greenhouse involves a wood frame and plastic film (6 mil is sufficient; this is thin, a measure of thickness equal to 0.006 inch). It will look like a little plastic house with no bottom, because it fits over the bed, making the bottom your raised bed itself. Set it right on top and secure it in place with small galvanized metal hinges.

Look around for plans in books and online to help you decide the sort of rig you prefer and whether you want to build it yourself.

The plastic “walls” (at least both long sides of the roof) shouldn’t be fastened down on all sides, so you’ll be able to raise them as flaps or remove them altogether as plants grow.

This extra protection and confined warmth can be a nurturing environment for many plants: vegetables, herbs, and/or flowers, especially ones that would otherwise find your spring or autumn too chilly.







Part 2

Setting Up Your Raised Beds


IN THIS PART …
 

	Identify and prepare a stable and productive spot for your raised bed.

	Determine why and how to protect the bottom of a bed.

	Install plants that are both attractive and practical.

	Fill a bed with a soil mix that allows your plants to thrive.







Chapter 5

Installing Raised Beds


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Understanding what makes a good spot

[image: Bullet] Laying out the site

[image: Bullet] Prepping and leveling the ground

[image: Bullet] Setting up on a slope



This chapter deals with installing just one raised bed. If you have bigger plans, that is, creating an area of two or more raised beds, consult Chapter 7, so you can prep an entire area. Then you may return here for important details.

After you’ve built or purchased your raised bed, it’s time to set it up in its permanent position in your yard. Just plunking it down with little thought or site preparation is unwise — it could end up wobbling, your plants may struggle, or you may later simply be unhappy with its placement.

Plus, don’t forget, a raised bed of any material or size is likely to be heavy or bulky. So figuring out where best to put it, right from the start, simply makes sense.

This minor but important step reminds me of bringing a brand-new bed or mattress into your home. You’ve measured and shopped, but you need a plan before you corral some helpers and go lugging it in. This chapter explains how to get a raised bed into position for a long and productive future.

Yes, you may encounter some site challenges, some you can anticipate and others that may not have occurred to you. Among these is installing raised beds on a slope or over uneven ground; I explain ways to deal with these matters here.



Identifying a Good Site

You’re bound to have an appropriate site in your yard for a raised bed after you know what is needed. Begin by going outside and walking around, assessing and thinking it over. You obviously need sufficient space, but that’s not all you have to consider.

Ideally the ground in the area you favor is already fairly level. Level ground will make installation so much easier. If the ground isn’t level, you can fiddle with it — I provide advice in the section “Preparing the Chosen Spot” later in this chapter.

But spotting a good site isn’t as simple as choosing a relatively flat one. The following sections discuss key issues. Skip any of these and you may later feel regret or disappointment, because the results won’t look nice, the plants won’t do well, or the bed won’t be stable.

[image: Tip] Informal site check: Grab a tarp or one or more old beach towels — something that can approximate the footprint of your incoming raised bed. (Your neighbors may look askance; just merrily assure them that you “are making plans”!) Lay the material on the ground in a spot that seems good and step away. View it from various angles, at different times of day, including from inside the house. Shift it around as needed until you believe you’ve selected a good site.


Considering orientation

I know this sounds like a fussy step, but bear with me — attending to the orientation of your raised bed(s) affects how your plants thrive and how the big picture looks later when they’re installed and filled. Contemplate the following in understanding how a raised bed relates to its surroundings:


Position where it receives lots of sunlight

Plentiful sunshine is critical — especially if you plan to grow veggies, flowers, or herbs. A full 6 to 8 hours per day is the general rule.

A north-south orientation (refer to Figure 5-1) for the long sides of a raised bed is ideal because it assures maximum sunlight reaches your plants (here in the northern hemisphere).

A north-south long-side orientation assures that light will reach both sides of the growing plants over the course of the day. East-west long-side orientation can be done, but it’s less ideal because plants, especially taller ones, shade out others.

[image: An illustration of four raised beds in the north-south direction.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 5-1: Orient your raised beds north-south for maximum light exposure.


[image: Remember] Confirm that your spot isn’t overly shaded by nearby structures or trees, which definitely reduces sunlight and may also harbor a network of tree roots that you don’t want to damage. Observe your spot over a full day or weekend until you have a sense of this. Scoot the site over as needed — better to figure this out sooner rather than later! Overhanging tree branches or a nearby hedge can also block light; prune if you can or change the proposed site.



Make your raised bed parallel to major home-landscape elements

Lining the raised bed on the same axis of your house, garage, patio/deck, or fence turns out to be important, especially so if your yard is small. Not-lined-up makes for an unattractive, jumbled look and can make your yard feel crowded.




Double-checking its suitability

Raised-bed gardening succeeds best in locations that keep the plants happy. Keep in mind these other practical concerns.


Consider prevailing winds

If your chosen spot is exposed to wind, it’s a problem for the plants. This is particularly true for plants grown in raised beds — they’re elevated aboveground level, after all, and thus even more vulnerable up higher. Taller plants, even with supporting stakes, trellising, or cages, are especially so.

Winds can not only bash around or knock over plants and supports, but they also dry out the soil mix in the bed, and then the plants themselves dry out faster. Too much stress!

[image: Remember] To clarify about air circulation and healthy plants: Although buffeting winds aren’t good, neither is still air — which could happen if you set up your raised bed against a privacy fence or in a cramped corner bounded by walls or fencing. Plants need some air movement around them, or problems like mold, mildew, and opportunistic pests appear. A little air movement around growing plants also helps them develop strong stems. Swaying a bit in light summer breezes help them feel fine, so to speak!

Aim to avoid buffeting winds as best you can. Set up your beds where they’re most likely to enjoy some physical protection afforded by:


	A lower spot/elevation in your home landscape (but not the lowest, as I explain in the next section)

	The shield of a nearby but not adjacent fence or building

	Living buffers not far away such as a hedge or trees

	The lee side of an adjacent slope or hillside



[image: Remember] Even as you seek a non-exposed spot for your raised bed(s), balance this against how much sun or shade reaches them over the course of a day. Maximum sunlight is so important for many garden plants!



Evaluate the water situation

On-site water as well as access are key issues that mustn’t be neglected. Consider the following:


	Low ground becoming soggy, especially if you live in a region with rainy springs or falls: You may be using raised beds to avoid sodden ground and poor drainage for your plants — setting the raised bed atop a low-lying damp site is bound to be problematic. Wooden raised beds rot faster; soil mix may take up water from below, making your bed damper than your plants may prefer; and the bed itself can sink or list to starboard.

In short, the project is much better off if you don’t set up in a low spot. Chapter 7 explores this vexing issue in greater depth.


	Access for watering/delivering water to your raised beds: This is true whether you plan to visit often with a watering can or hose (with nice spray nozzle for gentler watering — more on watering options and ideas in Chapter 15) or you’re installing an irrigation system in the bed(s). Either way, the water source should be nearby.






Knowing ground rules

Ideally a raised bed makes its home on open ground. But perhaps you’ve been thinking you’ll put yours in a nontraditional site, not out in the yard but instead on a patio or atop pavers, on a stone terrace, or on a deck. Reconsider! Here are a couple of important drawbacks:


	No microorganism access and help: It takes a long time for organic materials that you may have placed in the bottom of the bed — a popular technique called “hügelkultur” that I explain in Chapter 8 — to decompose, and a non-soil/non-organic base doesn’t allow soil microorganisms from the soil below to get into the bed and aid this desirable and natural process.

	The surface will get damaged: A bottomless raised bed set up on a concrete patio or paving stones will inevitably stain the surface it’s set upon. A bed set on a deck allows moisture to enter the deck floor, and over time it will rot, unfortunate damage to have and perhaps tricky to remedy. (Worst-case scenario: your raised bed falls through a rotted deck!)



If you decide to proceed anyway, at least lay a protective barrier down first, such as landscape fabric or a tarp. (In the case of a metal raised bed, you can affix landscape fabric to the lowest row of fasteners inside the bed to make sure it stays snugly in place.) This isn’t ideal, though, because even though the barrier will protect the surface you’ve set the raised bed upon, it will inhibit drainage.

[image: Remember] If you don’t have a yard (say, you live in an apartment with a small patio or balcony), raised beds aren’t a great choice. Raising plants in an assortment of smaller containers and pots is best.




Creating a Tentative Layout

If you have any doubt and if you want to make extra-sure, don’t skip this step of creating a tentative layout. Gather these few simple items and return to your chosen site:


	Measuring tape

	Short stakes (such as surveyor or tent stakes), wood shims, or long nails

	String or twine

	Hammer or mallet

	Carpenter’s square



Make a simple, mocked-up layout (see Figure 5-2). Having just one helper makes this go along speedily. Follow these steps:


	Measure one long side and lightly pound a temporary short stake or long nail into this first corner.

	Measure the short sides and the other long side, until all four corners are established.

[image: Tip] If you’re clearing out a spot in existing grass or even a weedy area, measure an extra couple inches farther out than the actual footprint. This makes placing the bed a bit easier, plus a little buffer/border of bare ground around the perimeter is good insurance anyway.


	Run string between the temporary corners.

	Check the corners with the carpenter’s square; they should be 90 degrees — correct as needed.

	Confirm that the site is (at least relatively) level by placing a level along the string lines.



[image: Illustration of four stakes in a square form, connected by strings.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 5-2: Outline your proposed bed with a simple rig of corner stakes and string. 




Preparing the Chosen Spot

You’ve already decided that the chosen site doesn’t have wonderful soil for gardening, or you’d probably be installing a regular garden bed there. You need to do a bit of prep work first, though. Here are important reasons:


	Weeds: You don’t want weeds under your raised bed. They’ll take the opportunity to grow and interfere with your lovely gardening project.

	Lawn grass: The root systems, especially of certain perennial types like Bermuda or zoysia grass, are dense and persistent, and therefore are best removed to a depth of several inches, roots/rhizomes, and all.

	Roots: Roots of anything (shrubs, perennials, even trees) left on the site can cause trouble, from growing into the raised-bed’s soil mix to upending the bed itself, causing it to no longer be level or worse, to lean or tip.

	Drainage: Any obstructions underneath — from rocks to debris to dense root systems — can interfere with good drainage from above.

	Healthy soil: The whole point of a raised bed is to grow plants in good soil, avoiding infertile, poorly draining, and/or rock-infested soil already present. (Check Chapter 6 for more details.)



[image: Tip] Cut the grass or weed-whack everything nice and short beforehand — literally scalp it if you can. This makes digging out the area significantly easier.

Now is the time to be thorough as you prepare the site. The following sections explain what to do and how to do it, from clearing out plants and roots, to leveling the area, to creating a perimeter trench, if you want.


Removing existing vegetation

When taking out any grass, weeds, roots, and other sorts of vegetation, cut the outer edge, working all the way around the perimeter and pushing down 4 to 6 inches. I recommend using a spade shovel (see Figure 5-3), which has a nice square edge to make this task easy.

You can then switch to a regular shovel for digging out the grass, depth of 4 to 6 inches, which gets most if not all of the roots. Remove the vegetation in manageable chunks/clumps. (Take chunks of lawn grass somewhere else in your yard; perhaps use it to patch bare areas. Alternatively, add the pieces to your compost pile — dirt side up so they’re less likely to try to root in there and instead will break down.)

[image: Illustration of a person digging a square area in a yard with a shovel. The area is marked by stakes and string.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 5-3: Dig out and remove existing lawn grass or other vegetation.


[image: Tip] If you’re willing to have this project take a little longer, spreading a layer of plain brown cardboard, newspapers (black-and-white pages only, about 10 pages thick should be sufficient) or a tarp over the site. Weight down the barrier with mulch, rocks, or bricks so it stays in place and leave it there. The vegetation below will brown and start to die off, making it easier to dig out. This process can be as quick as a week or so if there are sparse annual weeds or thin grass; for perennial weeds and dense, vigorous grasses, you may have to wait a few months.



Leveling an uneven spot

After clearing out the area, go over it one more time. Remove any lingering rocks and stones. Use a dandelion weeder to eject root systems that may remain, especially stubborn culprits like dandelions, Queen Anne’s lace, or crabgrass.

Then, use a sturdy metal rake to smooth over the area, paying special attention to each of the four corners. (If the corners aren’t on level with the rest of the area, setting and securing the bed in place becomes a hassle.) Pro tip: Use the back of the rake.

Check with a long (four-foot) level. Keep raking and fussing until you’re satisfied that the site is smooth and level as you can get it.



Digging a perimeter trench

Some gardeners like to create a shallow trench for the perimeter of the incoming raised bed, planning to sink the edges of the bed into the ground an inch or more. This certainly seats it in the earth, making the bed more stable. A raised bed filled with soil mix and plants doesn’t really need extra stability; its own considerable weight will hold it in its place.

The best reason for doing this is it helps level the bed. The trench can be shallower on one side and deeper on another, but ultimately level across the top — which you’ll confirm with a long carpenter’s level.

[image: Remember] If you set your raised bed into a trench, even a fairly shallow one, you’re going to lose some height — that is, the bed will seem shorter. Because it is!




Seating a Bed Securely

You place a raised bed after you’ve prepared a suitable site to receive it, obviously. That’s true whether you construct it right there or assemble it elsewhere and lug it over. Your goal is to have a stable and level bed, ready for filling. These sections walk you through typical scenarios (including dealing with a slope) and revealing what to do and how.


Determining your best course of action

Here are some things to weigh beforehand:


	Weight/bulk: If the bed is heavy, and even if you have a helper, you may find it easier to build it on-site rather than carrying it after it’s put together.

	Help: A raised bed can be made and set in place as a solo project if you have plenty of stamina and determination, but it’s certainly easier and faster — and more fun — with at least one helper.

	Logistics of lining: Should you plan to put weed-blocking fabric under or inside the bed or install a lining of wire mesh to discourage digging rodents, you may do so before or after putting the bed on the site. Consult Chapter 6 for details. Often you can easily do this right on-site, but not always.

	Time: You can accomplish a lot in one long day of assembly, but maybe you aren’t in any hurry and taking on the project in bite-size pieces over several days is your preference.

	Weather: Working outdoors in wet or windy weather is never fun. Certainly don’t try to set up a raised bed of any kind in the rain, because both you and your bed may slip around in the mud. Pick a good day or stretch of fine forecasts.

	The site itself: If the site presents any challenges (such as setting up on a slope, which I discuss in the section “Coping with a slope” later in this chapter), allow yourself ample time in good weather so you can do a good job.

	The size of the overall project: One raised bed can be erected in a day, but if you’re putting in several or creating an entire raised-bed area (refer to Chapter 7), take the time to plan, to gather all the materials and tools you need, and to enlist one or more helpers. You’ll be glad you did!





Setting up on level ground

Whether you, with or without a helper, position an assembled raised bed on level ground, or you decide to build it on-site, the process is as you’d expect. You maneuver the box into its spot, make necessary adjustments (shoring it up with a bit of earth here and there, shimmying it to seat it), then assess your efforts. You then may pound in a few additional securing stakes in each corner and along the sides. Refer to Chapter 4 for guidance.

You can casually eyeball your work and be satisfied, or you can confirm the bed is level using a carpenter’s level as Figure 5-4 shows. Then, declare your efforts good, thank and congratulate your assistant, and take a break.

[image: Illustration of a person kneeling, using a level on a raised garden bed, with a shovel nearby.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 5-4: When you put your raised bed into place, check across the top to be sure it’s level.


Filling the bed with soil mix and plants is next. Flip to Chapter 8 for the information you need to get your raised-bed garden off to a good start.



Coping with a slope

Slopes are tricky gardening spots anyway — not just installing the plants but taking care of them. You may be tempted to leave it to lawn grass and weeds or put in a lush-growing groundcover and be done.

But maybe a hillside or slightly sloping area is actually your best spot, particularly good exposure to sunshine.

Depending on the steepness (less steep is obviously easier to work with), slopes can be a great spot to install one or more raised beds. You get extra points if the site is south-facing and capturing lots of that all-valuable sunlight, so whatever you plant can thrive. Suddenly a liability becomes beautiful and productive!

Another major reason to place your beds on a slope is that raised beds on a hillside help prevent erosion. Traditional in-ground gardening, as you may have already discovered, is tough in such a spot because water, nutrients, and soil tend to run off and away downhill. Raised beds keep all that good stuff in place.

Work with a slope’s natural contour. When you do, less grading and excavation is needed. That said, I won’t lie, setting up on a slope takes some time and effort.

[image: Tip] For this project, there’s strength in numbers. That is, I suggest you incrementally step or terrace several raised beds down the contour of a slope. Installation takes more measuring and work, but later planting and care will be easier. Also, the result will also look nicer than a solo bed alone on a hillside.



Getting ready to install on a slope

When you’re ready to work with a slope, follow the steps in this chapter regarding site selection and ground prep. One helper is useful here, to hold things while you work and assist you in making sure all is level and stable.

You then need the following:


	The raised bed all assembled and ready to go

	A shovel and/or trowel

	Temporary stakes, scrap wood, bricks, or larger rocks

	A four-foot level

	Extra lumber pieces

	Saw

	Wood screws and cordless screwdriver

	Extra 2×4s or rebar for supportive staking when done



[image: Remember] Your top priority is a level bed! Refer to “Leveling an uneven spot” earlier in this chapter, then further confirm levelness at installation time using a carpenter’s level.



Placing and securing a hillside bed

Here is a good way to install a raised bed on a hillside. Basically you follow the slope — build the bed to match the slope’s natural slope. This requires the least amount of excavating. Stick to these steps:


	Take the bed to the prepared site and press the top/uphill side into place.

Don’t just set it there; seat it, and dig it in.


	Temporarily prop up the bottom/downhill side with stakes, scrap wood, bricks, or larger rocks.

Keep it simple; just make sure it holds.


	Double-check that the top is level by using a four-foot level or by laying one across a board laid over the top edges of the box.

	Measure and write down the dimensions of the gap.

	Cut the extra lumber, remove the temporary supports, and wedge the support piece into place.

You can do some wiggling and backfilling with available soil on the site, using a trowel and your hands to firm soil into place. However, the main support here should be the lumber or the bed is unlikely to hold its position for long.


	Double-check that the top edges of the raised bed are level from all angles and adjust as necessary.

	Thoroughly fasten the propping wood with screws and a cordless screwdriver.

	Secure all four corners with extra 2×4s or rebar.



Filling the bed with soil mix provides further security and stability. Turn to Chapter 8 for more details.

[image: Technical stuff] Installing a non-wooden raised bed (metal, brick, and so on) on a slope is a slightly different project. Because the goal is always to make sure the bed is level across the top, you can sink it into the ground more on the uphill side. You can then prop up the downhill side with extra bricks or stones, pressing in soil by hand or with a trowel to provide reinforcing support as needed.

Alternatively, you can dig right into a slope, excavating to create a level site, and then put the bed in place (and, yes, always, check across the top of the bed that all is level). I find all that digging absolutely exhausting. Your call!






Chapter 6

Dealing with What’s below the Bed


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Mitigating drainage issues

[image: Bullet] Preventing encroachment by weeds

[image: Bullet] Discovering ways to deter tunneling rodents



Raised beds by definition are bottomless boxes. This chapter is about what’s under your new raised-bed garden — what’s underneath matters. I cover dealing with whatever soil may be there, bad or good, then move on to lining the bottom (various ways) to prevent weeds as well as unwanted tunneling critters coming in from below.

[image: Remember] Although you can place nothing at all under a raised bed, and just set it up on prepared ground, I suggest only doing this if you're lucky to garden in an area with no tunneling, marauding rodents, and your yard isn't weedy. Otherwise, you’re gonna want the protection!

Note: One exception is fabric raised beds (see Chapter 3), which have their durable, porous fabric underneath as well. No need to do anything further for them!

This chapter focuses on how to deal with just one bed. If you have bigger plans, that is, you’ve set your sights on creating an area of two or more raised beds, move to Chapter 7 so you can prepare an entire area. Just make sure to refer to the information here and in Chapter 5 as you put the beds into place at last.



Providing for Aeration and Drainage

Have a look at where you’ll put down your raised bed. Intervening a lot or a little is often a good idea — and now’s the time. Here are two common ground-quality scenarios, and what you can or should do:


	Really terrible, compacted, or clay soil: These types aren't a good base for a raised bed. Such ground isn’t aerated (lacks some air spaces) and thus water can’t move through it. Moisture coming down from your raised bed could end up accumulating (puddling) — not good for the site or for the roots of your plants. You want water to filter downward, into the soil, and away.

A simple way to manage this is to punch or puncture some holes in the ground at the site — every few inches if it’s really hard. Some decisive whacks with a small handaxe or similar accomplishes the job.

Alternatively, just as if you were going to make an in-ground garden on the site, you can dig in some organic matter and even sand to help improve the soil’s capacity to drain.


	Decent underlying soil: This type of soil — workable, not soggy, even fertile — may be an asset. You could grow things in your raised bed that end up sending their roots down that far, below the base of the raised bed itself. Deep, extensive root systems mean happy, productive, well-anchored plants.

In this case, I’d still recommend that you loosen it up with a shovel or trowel another few inches — or more. Alternatively, dig in some organic matter such as compost or dehydrated/aged manure.




[image: Tip] Make sure you avoid the lowest spot in your home landscape. Otherwise rain will run down there and puddle. Furthermore, water you provide to your growing plants will have trouble running off.



Lining the Bottom

You can certainly just put a raised bed on a cleared spot and get gardening. However, if you have any reason to worry about encroaching weeds or tunneling animal pests — and many gardeners do! — consider the options for blocking access from below.

Let me just say, again, that a raised bed is a solution to these annoying garden problems. In-ground gardening with gophers, for instance, is so frustrating. But just because you’ve given up on in-ground gardening doesn’t mean these little devils have given up on getting at your plants. Fortunately, lining the bottom keeps them out.

The following sections help you determine how to proceed.


Identifying your primary goal

Which one(s) of the following you deploy depends, of course, on what you believe is threatening your plants:


	Blocking vegetation. On the subject of blocking invading weeds or grass, you may think, why bother? Plants need light and air to grow and any raised bed, full and heavy with soil mix, will block those essentials and it won’t be a problem — right?

Maybe so, if you’re fortunate. But bear in mind that weeds are wily. Seeds can germinate in darkness, and roots and rhizomes can wend their wicked ways underground, growing for quite a time or distance without light before energetically breaching the surface and growing ever-stronger. There’re reasons weeds are called “the most successful plants.” Better not to even give them a chance.


	Blocking critters. Among the tunneling pests that ruin gardening plans are gophers, groundhogs, voles, mice, moles, and shrews. They nibble on and destroy roots underground, literally pull plants down into their underground tunnels, and/or surface and devour aboveground growth as well.

Thwart them so you can finally raise your plants in peace. For a fuller discussion of potential pests and ways to deter them, turn to Chapter 16.




[image: Remember] You may be wondering when’s the best time. Before or after? That’s the question. So, that brings up the question: Do I put the bed in place first, then line the bottom? Or lay stuff on the site, then position the bed over it?

You can do either, I say. However, if you’re attaching anything to the bed itself — landscape fabric, hardware cloth (screening) — doing so first is easier. Then call the bed complete and place it. Review the following sections and decide what works best for you.

Lining the bottom of a raised bed with something appropriate is, in a word, protective. Remember Goldilocks’ breakfast options? I borrow a page from that story and relate your options … in order of good, better, and best.

[image: Warning] Never line the bottom of a bottomless raised bed, of any kind, with something impervious, such as plywood, plastic, or a tarp. Such a barrier prevents water from draining off. It’s as bad as growing a houseplant in a pot with no drainage hole in the bottom. The soil mix gets sodden, roots rot, and in due course your plants keel over and die.

[image: Remember] One thing that you can’t do, or wouldn’t want to face doing, is lining the bottom later. You’d have to empty the raised bed of all plants and soil mix first — what a hassle. If you have the slightest inkling that lining the bottom is a worthwhile step, it is.



Installing good protection: Paper

At minimum, you can put a layer of newspaper, paper bags, and/or cardboard in the bottom of a raised bed, provided the materials are biodegradable. Doing so creates a physical barrier to invading weeds, for a time at least. However, this barrier eventually will break down and its usefulness will then expire.

[image: Remember] You want to strike a balance between blocking from below and inadvertently creating an impervious layer. Keep it to 1 to 3 inches thick or so.

Unless the flattened cardboard or paper is big enough and a Cinderella fit, overlap all pieces by a minimum of 4 or so inches for thorough coverage as shown in Figure 6-1.

[image: Illustration of a rectangular raised bed with debris and a white sheet inside.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 6-1: Inhibit weeds by setting layers of cardboard and paper in the bottom of your raised bed.



THE TRUTH ABOUT PAPER AND CARDBOARD

Not all paper and cardboard is good for garden use. Colorful labels, linings, ink, packing tape, and glue can all harbor chemicals that you shouldn’t introduce to your soil. There may be staples, too. Rule No. 1 is strip whatever you're thinking of using of all that extraneous stuff. The following can help you decide:


	Newspaper that is black-and-white is fine; colorful pages such as ad inserts aren’t.

	Grocery-store paper bags are fine; any ink on them should be black, not colored.

	Kraft paper, which is made from wood pulp, is biodegradable and fine to use.

	Plain brown corrugated cardboard, stripped of tape and labels and the like, is safe to use and works out very well.

	White or colored boxes shouldn't be used because the coloring is a coating. Any box with a glossy coating is also a poor idea — it probably contains some plastic ingredients.



Remember paper and cardboard don’t last. They decompose. Paper does so fairly quickly; corrugated cardboard, in six months or so. In the meantime, they’ll do good work for you.



[image: Tip] Did you order your raised bed by mail or bought it unassembled? It probably came in a cardboard box. Flatten that out and put it in the bottom of the bed. Why not? It’s the right size.



Installing better protection: Weed block

Get some landscape fabric (also called weed fabric, weed cloth, weed block, or weed barrier), available wherever gardening supplies are sold as well as at home and hardware stores. This material is traditionally black. It comes in rolls and you’re going to want 4- to 6-foot wide ones, to reduce the need for overlapping when installing. It isn’t hard to cut with a sharp knife or heavy-duty scissors. (As with carpentry projects, always measure twice, cut once!)

Cut pieces do tend to curl up, but that’s a temporary problem because you’re about to place it under or inside your raised bed.

[image: Technical stuff] Landscape fabric is a synthetic textile material, generally made out of tightly woven fibers and/or plastic materials. Some are made of recycled plastics. Its job is to allow moisture and a bit of air through while suppressing weed growth (by denying light).

[image: Tip] Quality and thickness varies, so shop with care — you’re better off getting it at a garden center than picking out something at a box store. Make sure the product you purchase is labeled for garden use, or it might be impenetrable and cause drainage issues. Check Chapter 6 for a fuller discussion.

Here is the easy way to install:


	Roll it out over the bare site and go several inches beyond what you’ll need.

	Pull it fairly taut, then tack it down or weigh the corners and maybe a few middle spots with rocks so it doesn’t bunch up or billow away.

If you have to put in two or more lengths, be sure they overlap by about 4 to 6 inches, just to be super-safe. No entry opportunities allowed!


	Promptly put the raised bed on top. Its weight will hold it in place.

Hide the excess fabric from view with some earth, mulch, or gravel. Even though the material isn’t firmly attached to the bed, it’s unlikely any weeds or critters will get past it, assuming your raised bed is firmly level and therefore there are no gaps.




[image: Technical stuff] If you’re willing to put in a bit more effort, you may line the inside of the entire bed with landscape fabric, partway or all the way to the top edge (think of a paper muffin-cup liner). This has the added benefit of shielding the inside of the box from moisture. Take a look at Figure 6-2.

[image: A raised garden bed with a plastic liner. The bed is made of wood and has a rectangular shape.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 6-2: Line your raised bed with permeable landscape fabric to prevent weeds from entering but still allow water to pass through.



[image: Warning] LINING WITH PLASTIC: A HARD NO

The problem with lining a raised bed with plastic — which conceivably would do a decent job of blocking weeds and deterring tunneling critters — is that moisture can’t pass through this barrier. No drainage equals a recipe for muck. As the soil mix grows ever soggier, your plants will struggle and die.

Furthermore, plastic eventually breaks down, particularly when exposed to sunlight, and enters the soil environment as flaky fragments. That's something to avoid.

There are, however, two long-shot exceptions. In both cases, I recommend using durable plastic such as polypropylene or HDPE (safe for food-growing, labeled No. 2 or No. 5):


	When you’ve made a raised bed out of salvaged lumber that’s painted or that you suspect might have been chemically treated. You can line the interior of the bed boards only and not the base. Doing so will extend the life of the wood, protect the roots of your plants from possible contamination, and help keep weeds and pests from entering your raised bed from the sides (but not, alas, from below).

	When you’re setting up a raised bed on contaminated ground. In this case, you want to prevent the contaminants (toxins such as industrial chemicals, pesticides, or petroleum products) from entering your raised bed’s soil mix and thereby working their way into whatever you're growing. In this case, line the bottom — and sides if you want. Then carefully poke some half-inch holes in the bottom layer of plastic to permit drainage, about every square foot or so.





Staple it securely into place — the more staples the better. Use a construction stapler and stainless-steel staples. You can do this elsewhere and bring the bed over, or do it on site, whatever strikes you as easiest.

[image: Tip] A thrifty alternative is installing used burlap bags, which your local coffee roaster may be willing to give or sell to you. They’ll break down in a season or two, and in the meantime they’ll block encroaching weeds or grass. Cut them open to form sheets and don’t forget to overlap.



Installing best protection: Wire mesh

A layer of hardware cloth (wire mesh) makes a truly formidable barrier. Use a piece bigger than your raised bed’s footprint by at least several inches on all sides. Hardware cloth isn’t cloth, as in fabric, literally. To the untrained eye, it looks like wire screen. Hardware cloth is actually heavy-duty woven wire mesh, not chewable by animals. It’s also flexible and bendable, which of course is very helpful for this particular use.

Hardware cloth is sometimes called rodent mesh, which is more accurate, or galvanized mesh, which is accurate, too. Chicken wire is too flimsy for this job. It comes in ¼-inch and ½-inch mesh; I’d definitely play it safe and go for the smaller squares. Show no mercy!

[image: Tip] When shopping, be sure to buy galvanized hardware cloth — it’s rust-resistant, which is critical because its environment will be damp.

Cut hardware cloth to the desired size and/or trim it as you want using tin snips or sturdy garden clippers. Attach to your raised bed using a construction stapler and stainless-steel staples.

[image: Tip] This stuff is sharp and poky, so use good, tough gloves while working with it.

Here’s a simple installation method:


	Press it into the raised bed, making sure to keep the excess even on all sides.

	After you’re satisfied that the base is flat against the ground, fasten it at intervals to the interior sides (refer to Figure 6-3).

Use small galvanized nails, which you bend up to hold the material in place, or use galvanized construction staples.




[image: An illustration of a raised bed with a mesh at the bottom.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 6-3: Cover the bottom with galvanized wire mesh called hardware cloth, which discourages tunneling animal pests.


[image: Technical stuff] Another method is to flip the raised bed over and lay it across the bottom, pulling it taut and making sure to keep the excess even on all sides. After you’re satisfied that the base is flat, fasten it at intervals to the base. You may want to leave the excess, extra insurance against anyone or anything trying to get in (trimming it could create gaps). Then flip the raised bed right-side-up.

[image: Remember] You can’t staple anything into a metal raised bed. But you can otherwise follow all these recommendations and rely on the weight of the bed and overhanging material to do the obstructing of weeds and pests. Allow at an inch or more of surplus wire on all sides (hide it from view with mulch later).




Utilizing an Abundance of Caution

A better-still option may already be crossing your mind — doubling up or using all three barriers (what some landscapers aptly call “the triple threat”). Such an approach certainly gives your raised bed substantial protection.

The exact order doesn’t matter a great deal. Ultimately all three materials are permeable, and all three discourage entry. I double-dog dare gophers and weeds to get past such formidable barriers! However, if you want to use all three, I recommend this order:


	First the weed-excluding landscape fabric

	Then the wire mesh

	Lastly the paper/cardboard laid atop



If you’re protecting the interior of your raised bed with landscape fabric (including stapling excess partway up the interior sides), I suggest doing that first and seeing to it that the wire mesh is the layer that’s in direct contact with the ground below your raised bed.

[image: Remember] You can sandwich cardboard above or below, but it won’t last forever. It’s biodegradable and a decent deterrent for a while.





Chapter 7

Creating Paths between Beds


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Planning a layout for your raised beds

[image: Bullet] Deciding path widths

[image: Bullet] Installing a broad weed-suppressing layer

[image: Bullet] Contemplating various pathway materials

[image: Bullet] Installing and maintaining paths



This chapter examines how to create an area in your home landscape devoted to several, or many, raised beds. This is especially important in heading off at-the-pass problems of drainage and weeds, all while making the area easy to work in and attractive.

If you do this site preparation with care and make good and climate-appropriate choices, you can spend a lot less time maintaining the area and much more time enjoying and doing the fun raised-bed stuff like planting and harvesting and picking bouquets.



Scaling Up to Go Bigger

Your larger raised-bed area must be in a sunny part of your property and be level (or as level as possible). Approach the project in steps and remember that all this initial effort has a big payoff: the area will be attractive and not vexing to maintain. Here I look at what’s involved at the outset, from planning to preparation.


Measuring for and drawing a plan

You can be as precise as you want, but you can’t skip the step of measuring the total area to be given over to raised beds. If you prefer, mark it off with stakes and string so you can clearly visualize it. (For instructions on setting up a tentative layout, refer to Chapter 5.)

Either figure out how many raised beds are going in and establish the area’s boundaries accordingly, or, if the available space is all you have, determine how many it can hold.

To help you figure this out, make a to-scale drawing on paper. Use graph paper or make a freestyle sketch. Here are dimensions you need to consider.


Focusing on the length and width of the beds

I advocate for 4 × 8-foot raised beds because they’re easy to work in, are a manageable size, and are able to hold a substantial amount of plants. But, are you having trouble making it all fit? Downsize the beds — make them shorter or narrower.



Determining the space between the beds

Conventional wisdom is to allow 3 feet between individual beds. Why? This amount of space turns out to be ample and a comfortable width for walking, working, even sitting in the paths. Your dog will be able to take a nap nearby while you putter in your raised beds. You’ll be able to bring along a weeding bucket or a harvesting basket. You can drag a hose through or navigate a wheelbarrow or lawnmower along.

[image: Tip] Consider a system of boulevards or corridors as shown in Figure 7-1. Boulevards can be central to your layout, right down the middle, 3 feet wide. Corridors can be somewhat narrower, between adjacent beds, down to 2 feet wide. Going narrower isn’t ideal, but it’s workable when your space is limited. (Just don’t make corridors any skinnier than 2 feet or they’ll be mighty difficult to work in.)



Allowing for future expansion

Gardening is habit-forming and raised-bed gardening can be so gratifying that, with each year, you’re likely to decide to add more beds. Even if you don’t believe me now, you may thank me later for bringing up this topic. Pick out an area of your property that potentially allows for expansion.

[image: Illustration of six garden beds arranged in two rows. Each bed is 13.4 feet long. The side-to-side distance is 3 feet, and the front-to-back distance is 2 feet.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 7-1: This sample plan shows a system of wider boulevards and narrower corridors between the raised beds.





Aiming to block encroaching weeds

When working to block weeds, don’t go bed by bed! Instead, protect the entire site before installing your multiple raised beds. If you go by bed by bed, you’re creating a lot of extra, tedious work for yourself because you’d have to maneuver (clip or cut and dig) as you try to get the beds in place. Even though weeds would be blocked in individual beds (assuming you follow my advice in Chapter 6), the spaces between them, your paths would remain vulnerable.

Trust me, you don’t want to devote time to fighting weeds in your paths.

Prepping the whole site keeps potential entry points for unwanted plants to a minimum, which is always a good thing.

[image: Remember] Keeping weeds at bay in your pathways also helps keep them out of your beds — you simply don’t want to encourage them in the neighborhood.



Preparing a larger area

I won’t lie that prepping a larger area is work. The good news: At least you only have to do it once! Mark off the boundaries and get started. You can even do the prep before purchasing or building the raised beds — not a bad idea.

[image: Tip] To avoid exhausting yourself and for gratifying results, prepare the big area in autumn. Then in the spring, all you have to do is move in the beds, fill in the paths, and start gardening!

Here are the general steps (modify as you see fit to suit your individual situation; for example, if the site is naturally fairly level, you won’t have to repeat that task):


	Mow or weed-whack the entire area as low as you can.

	Use a shovel to dig the outer perimeter, then work inward, removing plants or sod as you go.

If the job is big or daunting for you, rent a sod lifter from a tool-supply place.

Throw discards in a wheelbarrow or onto a tarp to make them easier to haul away.

[image: Tip] Reserve dug-out topsoil (free of roots and debris) to put into your raised beds later. Make a temporary pile or put it in a big trash can or similar, and then cover until needed, so it doesn’t wash away and to prevent any sprouting weeds.


	Rake the area over as neatly as you can.

	Go back through and thoroughly pick out rocks and stones, sticks, roots, debris, and deeply rooted weeds.

	Rake once again, slide a board across the surface, and/or run a lawn roller over the area to compact the ground.

You can also water the area, which does a good job of settling and leveling — but you risk encouraging weeds if you do that, so hasten to the next step to thwart them.

[image: Remember] Spend extra time on this step, repeating until you’re satisfied. Your goal is to make the site as level as possible. Good effort now saves you work and grief later, believe me. Your raised beds won’t wobble and puddles won’t appear when it rains.


	Cover the entire area temporarily with tarps and/or flattened cardboard, secured with rocks or bricks so they don’t dislodge or blow away.

Skip this step, and the area inevitably refills with weeds — nature abhors a vacuum. Leave this covering in place until the day you move in the raised beds and establish the pathways between them.





COPING WITH A POORLY DRAINED SITE

Some areas are mucky or have poor-draining clay soil, which may be the reason you’re opting for raised beds rather than struggling with in-ground gardening. No doubt about it, soil mix in raised beds drains well!

Even so, setting up on clay means water you’ve provided your raised-bed plants and crops, not to mention rainfall, may not be able to leave or leave quickly. When there’s a water backup, roots inside your raised bed may rot. Constant or prolonged wetness also leads to rotting wood at the base of your raised bed (if so, consider installing metal raised beds).

You can take steps to improve drainage:


	Dig drainage channels. Use a shovel or even a trowel to direct excess water away.

	Incorporate some organic matter. Compost or dehydrated manure will help.

	Put down a rocky sublayer. Check out the “Putting a border around your garden area” section in this chapter.



The worst are low-lying or swampy sites or any area chronically prone to flooding. Not only will your access to your raised beds be problematic at times, but the garden beds are also sure to struggle. Avoid such spots.



The area is at last ready for putting in a sublayer or you can wait several months or over the winter.



Putting a border around your garden area

This step is optional, but some gardeners like to put some sort of border all around the perimeter of their raised-bed area. A perimeter border gives the area a neat look and establishes where the garden is for visitors — and the lawnmower. It prevents or reduces spillover of path materials, and it can stop or divert floodwaters.

If you do consider it, don’t forget to make entry and exit points obvious.

Among the materials you can deploy are rocks, stones, bricks, pavers, or heavy-duty plastic garden edging materials. Or you can plant a living border of some low-care, low-growing perennial such as hostas or sedums.

Or, you can even put up an actual fence, with an archway entry or gates. It’s up to you! Perhaps you need a fence if your garden is in deer country; deer eat crops out of raised beds like they’re dining at a table. Consult Chapter 16.




Considering an Area-Wide Sublayer

A permeable sublayer goes right onto the raw, prepared earth. It occupies the space below a surface layer of whatever attractive and practical material you choose for pathways. (I discuss pathway materials in the section “Exploring Path-Surfacing Materials” later in this chapter.) It’s a barrier between soil and sunlight and thus inhibits weeds. You want it. Believe me.

The only time you may choose not to put down a sublayer and go directly to path-making is when your ground is so infertile and compacted that you aren’t especially concerned about weeds or other unwanted plants.

Here I discuss the benefits, then delve right into your options and explore site preparation.


Looking at the benefits

A sublayer allows you to do the following:


	Banish weeds starting now. When you clear out the full area and lay down a sublayer, the barrier denies them light and air and thus prevents their return — in your paths, under the beds, and all.

	Manage drainage before it becomes a problem. Rainwater as well as the irrigation you provide to the raised beds shouldn’t lead to puddles and pools. Prevent them not only by leveling the area well, but also by laying down a permeable sublayer that lets water soak in so it doesn’t puddle.

	Suppress digging pests. If you have gophers or other tunneling critters, they’re intent on getting into garden areas. An extensive sublayer, further weighted down and blocked by protected beds (see Chapter 6) and plentiful path materials, discourages them. They may still try, but you’ll have the upper hand.

	Create improved drainage in a poorly drained site with a layer of rocks. Water soaking down from above (irrigation and rainwater) can sift through from your beds into the earth instead of sitting there. It’s a bigger version of what you do when you grow a plant in a decorative pot with no drainage holes. To prevent this potential problem, throw in some gravel or pebbles for the water to drain into, rather than having the root system be in direct contact with excess water. See the nearby sidebar for more information.



[image: Remember] As soon as weeds are in a garden area, they get out of control so fast. Putting in a sublayer at the outset will save much anguish and work later. True, it will be hidden from sight when you’re done — but knowing it’s there gives you a lot of peace of mind. “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”



Choosing a sublayer

After you fully clear and level your site, you may still lay down the temporary protective layer as I describe in Step 6 in the section “Preparing a larger area” earlier in this chapter if you’re taking a break between site prep and installation day.

An effective material for adding a sublayer is strong yet permeable. Strong, so it holds up, at least for a while. Remember that many materials break down over time and not all are biodegradable. Permeable, so water can get through instead of pooling and puddling.

Here are some options, in order from cheapest to most expensive. (I can’t really offer specific pricing because it varies so much, depending on availability and where you live.) Plan to use a generous amount of whatever you pick, because more is always better.

Yes, I discuss most of these materials in Chapter 6, because it’s always wise to underlay raised beds (this project isn’t exactly the same … and is on a grander scale):


	Cardboard and newspaper: Granted, newspaper is increasingly more difficult to come by these days. Be generous — add several layers and make it thick! Large flattened boxes are ideal.

Overlap by at least 4 inches, so weeds can’t sneak in. Do a good and thorough job, and such a layer will suppress weeds underneath before eventually breaking down.


	Landscape fabric/weed-blocking fabric: It’s synthetic and strong and suppresses weeds by denying them light and the ability to grow upward. However, it permits rainwater (and water you supply to your raised beds) to soak through.

[image: Tip] Extend it several good inches past the boundaries of your area to be on the safe side. Then anchor it with landscape staples or something heavy like rocks or bricks.

Despite its popularity and widespread use, this stuff has its downsides:


	If the root systems of pesky grasses (like crabgrass or ryegrass) become embedded in the fabric over the years, removing it becomes a big and messy hassle.

	If what covers it later (your path material) thins out and wears away, it can become exposed, wind-tattered, and messy-looking.







These possibilities argue not only for investing in a quality product but also making and maintaining a substantial final path layer; consult “Exploring Path-Surfacing Layers” later in this chapter for various options.

[image: Technical stuff] Over time in a landscape, a natural nutrient flow occurs from organic debris including fallen leaves. This flow breaks down and is digested by insects and tiny organisms in the soil. When you install a weed-blocking barrier, you’re in effect inhibiting this natural process. What happens next is predictable: A layer of organic material forms on top of the barrier, and weeds can establish there. Pull them out while they’re still small, which is actually fairly easy. Procrastinate, and you’ll find that weed roots are now clinging to the material and when you yank them out, you may damage or shred it. (Check the sidebar “A few words about path maintenance” later in this chapter.)


SHOPPING FOR LANDSCAPE FABRICS

You want a weed-inhibiting but permeable barrier, so water and air may pass through to your raised-bed gardening area. When you go shopping, you can find a range of products available to the home gardener.

The cheap stuff in the big-box stores is often the worst quality — lighter-weight, not durable enough. Garden centers and landscape suppliers tend to offer better-quality, thicker rolls.

These materials may look similar, but they aren’t. Note that both types come in woven and nonwoven. Don’t buy anything labeled nonwoven because it’s not permeable. Here are the basic options:


	Classic landscape fabric: Actually not literally fabric, but made of plastic, that is, polyethylene or polypropylene. Meant for preventing weeds.

	Geotextile fabric: Made of bonded fibers of polyester or polypropylene. Stronger, longer-lasting, tear-resistant, and more expensive. Best for construction projects, stabilizing embankments, or preventing erosion, and the woven kind is used by gardeners willing to spend more money.

	Crushed rock/large gravel: Also look for labels: “road base” or “class-five” gravel. Smaller stones and pebbles don’t make a good substrate; they can wander or wash away, and they’ll let weeds through. Instead take your cue from road- or driveway-building, and get mixed larger stones, which compact together well because they’re of various sizes and shapes, and they settle and hold.



Don’t fret about the rough look of the various bigger chunks. This is a substrate, not the final surface — you’ll put at least sand and perhaps an additional layer over it before you’re finished, to make nice and practical pathways.

Another clear advantage to this material is that it won’t decay over time.

Warning: Never use plastic, such as contractor bags, plastic tarps, or rolls of heavy-duty black plastic for a sublayer in this project. Plastic tends to break down and disintegrate over time, creating a regrettable environmental mess. Also it isn’t permeable, so drainage is thwarted — you’d be encouraging a bog, not a raised-bed garden area!





Ensuring you install a successful sublayer

Assuming you have the time and energy, here are some tips to make the project go well. (Alternatively, to be honest, the easiest thing to do is hire somebody else to spread the material evenly over the entire site. Just talk over the following with them to make sure they do the work properly.)


	Create a containment boundary around the perimeter of the work area. Even if you decide to remove it later, do so because it gets in your way or you don’t like the way it looks. Create it with large rocks, bricks, paving stones, or even a shallow trench.

	Allow plentiful time to do the job well, and don’t work in wet or windy weather. Rushing can lead to messy work or mistakes; working outside in miserable conditions also isn’t a recipe for success.

	You may dig down an inch or several inches, after you’ve removed existing vegetation. This has the advantage of seating the material — it won’t be prone to escaping or washing away. (This is the same advice given to anyone putting in a gravel or fieldstone walkway, come to think of it.)

	Use quality material. For cardboard, use strong corrugated flattened boxes. For landscape fabric, don’t buy the cheapest, thin stuff. For spreading rocks, use strong and sturdy tools; plastic leaf rakes aren’t built for this work.

	Be generous — more is always better than less. For cardboard or cardboard and newspapers, lay down several layers, overlapping liberally. For landscape fabric, overlap liberally. For crushed rocks, lay down at least two inches or it’ll develop thinning areas and gaps over time.

	Put the sublayer into position and push down on it. For cardboard and newspapers as well as landscape fabric, crawl around on it, pressing it into the ground. If doing so gives you trouble, the site isn’t level enough — remove the covering and rake again. (After the covering is down, anchor until such time as you put your raised beds and pathway material over it.) A rock subbase should be well-compacted into place; you can use a manual tamping tool or go so far as to rent a flat-plate vibrator (also sometimes called a power compactor).

	Use more than one material. Double (or triple) up to combat the weeds you’re aiming to thwart.



Of course, your chosen path material, which will be more attractive and also offer some additional deterrence to weeds and puddles, will cover all of this sublayer.




Exploring Path-Surfacing Materials

With the protective sublayer in place, you can bring in and set up your raised beds atop it. Creating paths between your raised beds is fun. However, don’t choose a surface just because you like the way it looks. You have several practical considerations before making a final choice. Select wisely because changing course later is a hassle (the expense and effort in removing the old and putting in the new). The following sections guide you to the right decision for your yard, budget, and priorities; every material has its pluses and minuses.


Contemplating priorities

To pick path-surface material that works for you and your raised-bed garden area, give some thought to the following qualities. Just bear in mind that nothing is forever.

You want a surface that offers:


	Durability: Your paths are going to get a lot of wear-and-tear: foot traffic, wheelbarrow, being sat upon, pets visiting, and doing what pets do.

	Comfort: You don’t want a surface that’s squishy to walk on or uncomfortable even when you’re wearing shoes. Depending on the height of your raised beds, you may be kneeling or sitting in those avenues and corridors — will that hurt or be annoying? Will the surface support a chair, or an overturned bucket serving as a temporary seat, without wobbling too much?

	Ease of maintenance: Most anything you choose for a path will need some upkeep, even if it’s just rinsing it off occasionally or sweeping stuff back into the middle. Does it break down over time? Periodic replenishment is likely to be necessary, at least each spring as a new gardening season gets underway.

Ideally you’ve undertaken weed prevention as I describe in the “Aiming to Block Encroaching Weeds” section earlier in this chapter, so that’s not a major issue. Weeds can still get in (from the air, from being tracked in), so don’t be surprised and just be in the habit of evicting them early and often. If you want to avoid this sort of maintenance, pick a material from the following sections.


	Attractiveness: You don’t want muddy areas, patches, or bare spots. You want the paths to complement but not compete visually with the glory of your plant-filled raised beds. Ask yourself what looks good to you.



Search online for useful and inspiring ideas — particularly for landscaper-designed raised-bed areas, which you can view on their websites, in YouTube videos, and on Pinterest and Instagram. Check out the photos in the color insert of this book to kick-start your thinking.

[image: Remember] “I just want to focus on the raised beds, not the paths between them.” If that’s how you feel, then install a good protective sublayer before filling the areas between the beds with something inert/inorganic.



Making paths of pavers or bricks

Inorganic materials such as pavers or bricks for your raised-bed area are your commitment to the area. You won’t be contemplating future revisions — when done, both raised beds and paths look permanent and can stay that way for many years.

[image: Tip] Use new or scavenged bricks, any sort of paving or stepping stones that appeal to you, or spring for expensive-but-lovely flagstone. Whatever you choose, put a sublayer down beforehand, or weeds will ruin the look in short order due to the many spaces between.

These sections break down the pros and cons and walk you through the steps to installing a paver and brick path.


Considering the pros and cons

If you’re seriously thinking of installing a path made of pavers or bricks, you want to weigh the advantages and disadvantages.

Here are the pros:


	These materials are tough, durable, and long-lasting.

	The results look handsome and cleaner than some of the other options.

	Properly installed, they’re stable. You can easily and repeatedly walk, stand, sit, and run a wheelbarrow down such paths.



On the other hand, here are the cons:


	If not seated well initially or if your area experiences, for instance, torrential rainstorms, they can shift and will need reseating.

	Depending on the color, material, and quality of the pavers, they can show stains over time and chip or break down in spots. (Of course, you might like the weathered look.)

	Weeds can sneak in between them. (That’s why a sublayer is key.)

	Some pavers become slippery when wet.

	Pavers can be costly; more affordable options may not be durable and lead to the extra expense of replacement down the line.





Installing the path: The how-to

Don’t just set concrete pavers and bricks on a sublayer. They’ll slip, slide, or wobble. To install a path made with pavers or bricks, follow these steps:


	Lay down about 2- to 4-inch thick layer of coarse builder's sand, more if your sublayer is rock.

Do this because some sand will sift in among the rocks.


	Smooth this layer to create a level surface.

	Neatly seat in your pavers, bricks, fieldstone — whatever you choose — and press them close together.

Doing so makes for a more stable path, plus there will be less space for weeds to gain purchase or weeds seeds to infiltrate. Tap each one in place with a rubber mallet.


	As you work, use a long level to confirm your path remains level.

	Using spray from a hose, clean off the area and settle sand between the pavers.

	Use a broom to brush in more sand between the joints as needed.



[image: Warning] Unlike building a traditional walkway, don’t use polymeric sand. It will fill in between pavers or bricks, but it also pretty much seals those gaps. Not good for this project, because you still want these paths to allow water to pass through.




Making gravel, stone, or pebble paths

Inorganic materials like gravel, stone, or pebbles slow to break down over time are an enduringly popular choice for raised-bed areas. They can be low-maintenance, which is certainly appealing, but they aren’t for everybody or every climate. I urge you to lay down a sublayer first — for added stability and for enhanced weed blockage.

The realm of gravel has a great deal of variety: larger stones, smaller ones, pea gravel, aggregate, crushed gravel, crushed stone (including crushed limestone), as well as decorative types in different colors. Shop around to discover what you like and are willing and able to afford. Take a look at some of the photos in the color insert to get inspiration.

[image: Tip] Crushed is a sure clue to path-appropriateness. Crushed materials settle and flatten nicely over time.

The following sections examine the advantages and disadvantages of gravel, stone, or pebble paths and walk you through the steps of installing one.


Focusing on the pros and cons

Study the upsides and downsides here, and if you spot contradictions, bear in mind that some of these items are a matter of your climate and personal preference.

Here are some pros to gravel, stone, or pebble:


	They confer a crisp, clean, tidy look, what one gardening friend calls “the French kitchen-garden look.” They unify and pull the area together nicely!

	They don’t break down.

	They’re long-lasting (though you’ll need to periodically top off; see “A few words about path maintenance” in this chapter).

	In damp and rainy climates, gravel paths make more sense. They absorb the moisture — no mud, no squishiness.

	They look nice wet.

	They heat up and stay warm even after the sun goes down. Thus, these materials create a slightly warmer microclimate for your garden area. (If you have hot summers, this can become a disadvantage.)

	In a warm or hot climate, gravel often stays relatively free of weeds and self-sowers simply because the only plants that grow are the ones you water (and those are in your beds!).

	Gravel paths warm the area faster in the spring and keep it warmer into the fall.

	Installing is low-skill and easy. Just dump and rake. No cutting to make it fit.

	If weed or even tree seedlings get in, they can’t root properly and are easy to pull out.

	You can remove gravel, stones, and pebbles if you have a change of heart about path material. Although it’s not easy, it’s still doable, unlike some other options.

	Slugs and snails are discouraged because gravel is well-drained and they’d rather be damp. Also the sharp edges and rough texture discourage these slimy pests. Also if they do venture in, you can easily spot and remove them (they’re a snack for hungry birds).

	You can set and wiggle additional, garden-enhancing items into place on a gravel path and they’ll be stable, such as chairs or large potted plants.



Here are the cons to gravel, stone, or pebble:


	Straying can be a constant problem. The little rocks (particularly pea gravel) can kick around and can get into adjacent lawn, turning into lethal projectiles when you mow.

	They get dirty over time, most obvious with lighter-colored choices. This is a particular risk in rainier climates because the rainfall splashes dirt around.

	Walking over them barefoot is painful, if not uncomfortable.

	Maneuvering a wheelbarrow around on gravel paths can be annoying. The wheel(s) can get bogged down, and/or you can inadvertently shove the gravel around creating piles and bare spots that you’ll want to tidy up with a rake later.

	Soil and compost seem to escape or spill from the raised beds, creating an environment for weeds to sprout. (Some weeds will grow even in seemingly pure gravel, such as purslane and horsetails; self-sowers like chives and feverfew often find a home in gravel paths.)

	Gravel pathways are inflexible. Changing your garden layout or moving a bed isn’t easy.

	In hotter climates, gravel paths can really heat up. They aren’t fun to walk on, and the heat hastens the drying-out of the raised beds.

	Thicker/larger gravel allows weeds to get in from above.

	Bugs and little spiders like to live in gravel. (Maybe this isn’t a downside — maybe you’ll cohabitate!)

	Gravel doesn’t attract beneficial insects.

	Slugs and snails can still travel over gravel when it’s wet.

	Moving gravel, stones, and pebbles can be hard and exhausting work. (Like shoveling snow, then, “take small bites” to ease strain.)





Adding a gravel, stone, or pebble path: The how-to

A sublayer makes for a more successful, lower-maintenance path network. If you decided to add a gravel (or stone or pebble) path between your raised beds, follow these steps:


	Pour or haul in by wheelbarrow an initial pile of gravel.

	Spread it out using buckets and/or a shovel, aiming for an inch or two thickness, at least.

	Push and press the gravel up against the edges of the raised beds.

	Rake the surface smooth.

	Hose it down or let rain rinse and settle it for you.

You’re aiming for a firm walking surface.





DISCOVERING GOOD COMBINATIONS

Using multiple materials and layering them is best for a good-looking and practical area. I polled some gardening friends near and far, asking what worked for them. The following have worked out for others — in other words, good recipes with two or more ingredients.


	Place cardboard and paper against raw ground, landscape fabric over, then a gravel layer over that.

	Lay down landscape fabric against the raw ground, topped with a rock layer. (The fabric acts as layer separation, keeping the underlying soil from mixing with the stones.)

	Put a layer of gravel down first, then cover with a several-inches-thick layer of bark mulch or straw.

	Lay cardboard first, several layers thick, and then add gravel.

	Install a compacted sublayer of crushed stones, then top with several inches of decorative stones.

	Clear and compact the soil well, lay landscape fabric, then add a layer of crushed stones that you also tamp and compact. Then add sand (or quarry dust), which will sift down into the gaps and hold the base together. Top all this with a nice layer of decorative gravel.

	Place landscaping fabric first, then sand, and then a final layer of gravel — or untreated bark mulch.

	Start with cardboard or landscape fabric, then go with a 2- to 3-inch layer of decomposed granite. Top with pea gravel.








Making paths of bark chips or mulch

You can see why so many raised-bed gardeners make paths of these organic materials. They look natural and even smell good, like a woodland path, mmm. However, before you jump in, figure out if they’re right for you and your raised-bed area. Don’t forget the wisdom of putting a sublayer down first.

There’s variation here, too: all sorts of different kinds of bark shavings and wood chips, from small pieces to bigger chunks to a mixture, from hardwoods to softwoods (pine shavings being the most widely available). Make sure to inspect so you know what you’re getting. Pick what you like and be sure to purchase extra, because it’s always good to have reinforcements on hand for replenishing later.

Note that some bark chips and bark mulch are treated, which means the material will decompose more slowly, resist pests like termites, or be (somewhat) fire-retardant. Ask or inspect bag labels so you know.

[image: Tip] Arborists, in the course of cleaning up after pruning or removing trees, chip everything — try approaching them for a deal on a truckload delivery.

[image: Warning] Avoid dyed wood chips — easy to spot because they come in unnatural hues, usually brick red or black. Over time, exposure to sun plus some rain causes the color to fade. Some dye enters the ground, which is potentially harmful or toxic to microorganisms, beneficial insects, and earthworms in your soil and furthermore possibly could also leach into your groundwater.

These sections highlight the pluses and minuses and explain what steps you need to follow to create this type of path.


Eyeing the plusses

Here are some pros to using bark chips and/or bark mulch:


	Bark chips are lightweight and easy to spread, especially compared to gravel.

	They break down over time and actually become a nice compost. If you’ve foregone a sublayer, you’ll find bark chips naturally enrich your soil. Otherwise, you can simply toss them by shovelfuls into your raised beds or your compost pile (then put down a fresh-looking new layer in your paths). Nothing is harmed if some happens to get into your raised beds.

	They’re absorbent and retain moisture like a sponge, thus preventing flooding as well as mitigating drought in the area.

	Bark chips are a good weed barrier because they’re slightly acidic and low in nitrogen (bacteria that breaks down wood uses up the nitrogen). Cedar chips are the best because their natural oils discourage weed growth; however, they’re pricey.

	They’re a temperature regulator. Your paths will be a touch warmer in cooler weather.

	Some types (those with smaller pieces) are soft to walk upon.

	They contain or attract beneficial fungi and bacteria.

	Bark chips provide a home for beneficial insect predators.

	If weeds happen to sneak in to bark chips, they’re easy to pull.

	Bark chips are flexible. Should you decide to move a raised bed or bring in an additional one, moving them around isn’t a big deal.

	Some types, such as aromatic cedar, play a role in deterring pests.





Recognizing the minuses

Here are the cons of going with a bark chip or mulch path:


	Bark chips break down over time and you have to get more and replace them.

	Their color fades over time.

	Rain washes away wood chips.

	Plenty of rain can lead to an outbreak of wild mushrooms.

	If your area is windy or your climate is dry, the chips unfortunately tend to scatter.

	Bark chips are a pain to clean up if they blow into or get tracked into nearby lawn grass or an adjacent gravel area.

	Voles, moles, and field mice love to camp out in wood chips.

	Feral or even outdoor pet cats may decide a wood chip path is their litter box.

	Dogs like to dig in a wood chip path to create a little nest to settle in for a nap … or to supervise your gardening.





Adding a bark chip path: The how-to

Follow these steps if you’re ready to install this type of path:


	Buy enough to make paths that are a minimum of 2 or 3 inches thick.

	Empty the material into your paths and sift it into place.

Use a shovel, trowel, rake, even your hands or feet as shown in Figure 7-2.


	Push some up against the sides of your raised beds.

	Level it all nicely with a rake.



[image: 2-part illustration. Left and right, pouring mulch into a frame, then spreading it with a rake.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 7-2: Shake bags of bark mulch into your prepared area, then disperse thickly and evenly on the paths using a shovel or rake. 





Making grass paths

Grass can make attractive as well as practical living paths. Visually, grass paths also direct attention to your raised beds — they’re just a neutral green carpet between all kinds of color and interest. Take a look at an example in the color insert.

If you’re not a fan of mowing your whole yard on a regular basis, consider that installing a raised-bed area will cut down on that chore (oops, ouch, unintentional bad pun!).

The following sections explore the pros and cons of grass paths and making a grass path around your raised beds.


Recognizing the pros to grass paths

Here are the advantages of having grass paths:


	You can walk barefoot and sit down comfortably on these paths.

	Getting a wheelbarrow through is no problem.

	Your dog will be happy to lay on the grassy paths near you while you putter in your raised beds.

	Healthy, thick grass suppresses or outcompetes weeds.

	Grass is a fine choice in areas that get adequate rain.

	Grass allows for drainage.

	A sublayer may be unnecessary with a grass path.





Noting the cons to grass paths

Grass paths do have some disadvantages, including the following:


	They still need mowing. You can’t let them get out of hand or the area looks terrible. If the grass becomes an obstruction, working in your raised bed becomes next to impossible.

	Weed-whacking in addition to mowing (which you may have to do, to keep the edges of your raised beds clear) can be a chore. The more raised beds you have, the more edges you have to trim. It’s not fun or productive, but you gotta do it.

	Dry-climate gardeners find that natural rainfall doesn’t keep grass paths looking good. You have to water and maybe also fertilize them. Time spent on the path maintenance takes away from time you could be working in your raised beds. Meh!





Including grass paths

If you want to include grass paths around your raised beds, you have two choices:


	Existing lawn: When you’re installing a raised-bed area in an area that was previously open lawn and you want to retain the grassy paths, your best bet is to proceed differently. This works best if your lawn grass is already in good shape and tolerates foot traffic well.

Don’t clear the whole area of grass. Instead, measure and clear out only the spots where the beds will go. (Refer to Chapter 5.) Don’t forget to underlay the beds with weed-blocking fabric and/or galvanized screen mesh.


	Creating grass paths: You can buy and lay pieces of turf between your raised beds where no grass was before. This option is expensive, maybe, but it’s quick and satisfying. In this case, just clear and level the area, and be sure there’s some topsoil present for the incoming grass roots to glom onto. Then purchase and lay down the turf on the path areas. Cut pieces to fit and work neatly and thoroughly, then water it all in and care for it as directed by your turf supplier.



[image: Remember] Going forward, your grassy paths will need to be mowed and/or weed-whacked from time to time to keep the area looking neat and to keep the paths open. Also, look at the boundary between the base of your raised beds and the grass — weeds are so opportunistic! Consult the sidebar “A few words about path maintenance” later in this chapter.




Considering other path options

You have a few other options for your paths including:


	Paving: Though permanent-ish (as permanent as any landscape feature), paving is expensive. With paving, you’re committed to the size and positioning of your raised beds.

	Plain dirt: You could leave your paths bare. If the native soil is compacted and infertile and further compacted by you walking and working and trundling a wheelbarrow through, it might be fine. But there’s bound to be some tough little weeds that find even the worst dirt to be a growing opportunity. Get after them early and often with a scuffle or wheel hoe.

A downside is that when it rains, you’ll have mud, which splashes up onto your beds. Also dirt paths inevitably erode.


	Straw: Straw paths look good and, if laid several inches thick, should hold in place and also suppress weeds. It’s nice to walk and sit on. If you decide to use it, make sure you include a sublayer! Straw may be worth using in an area where high winds aren’t an issue. (Never use hay, which contains weed seeds.) Check out the color insert for an example.

	Builder’s sand: Sand has an annoying way of drifting, slipping, blowing, and/or washing away, not to mention bunching up — with or without a sublayer. It can succeed when you dig down a couple inches to create a trench for it and/or hem it in with a strong confining border. It can succeed when you apply it to a substantial depth, 2 to 4 inches. Be forewarned that weeds can blow in. Pull or hoe them while they’re small — nip that problem in the bud!

	Crushed shells: Floridians and Californians, mainly, get this option if they want it — crushed shells are common and attractive, though they can be expensive. However, like gravel, crushed shells aren’t fun to walk on barefoot, they may resist the wheelbarrow, and they can scatter and thus require periodic replenishment.

	Moss: Moss likes it damp and it generally doesn’t tolerate foot traffic too well, so the look would be, at best, patchy. Still, if your climate and the leanness of your soil permit, moss is present or develops anyway, mossy pathways could work out fine.

	Groundcovers: “All the benefits of grass with less maintenance” is often true of groundcovers out in the regular yard but may also apply to using these plants in the paths between beds.

However not many groundcovers tolerate foot traffic and wheelbarrows and so forth. You could try creeping thyme, elfin thyme, mazus, dichondra, or tough stonecrop-type sedums. Discuss this idea with a knowledgeable horticulturist at your local nursery or garden center and see what they recommend for your soil and climate.


	Thick rubber mats: They can include those intended for children’s playgrounds, made from recycled tires. However, they’re expensive. They’re heavy, durable, nice to walk (or jump) on, suitable to run a wheelbarrow or a wheelchair over, and designed to be permeable. You can cut a mat to fit with a boxcutter tool. Make sure the material is labeled as garden-safe and nontoxic. Not a great choice for warmer climates because the material absorbs and holds heat.




A FEW WORDS ABOUT PATH MAINTENANCE

Just like any other garden path, those paths between your raised beds will experience wear and tear, so you want to choose something durable (a material that won’t blow away or slide off easily). Even so, foot traffic, rainfall, and the cycle of the seasons will conspire to deplete your chosen material.

Replenishing or even wholesale replacing of surfacing material isn’t just a matter of keeping the path and the area attractive. It’s also weed-suppressing and allows for bump-free transiting of your feet, a wheelbarrow, and more.

My advice is to top off path material as needed during the growing season and to take a good assessing look each spring. Perhaps you’ll decide to change the material, and that’s a good time as any to undertake that chore. (For instance, you may discover that mowing is tedious and switch to bark mulch or gravel.)





Doing some path math

After you decide on your raised-bed garden area’s dimensions, you’re ready to go shopping. Make a rough to-scale drawing and bring it with you. Refer to it as you shop for sublayer material, whether it’s several rolls of landscape fabric or a truckload of stones.

The staff of wherever you’re purchasing these things from can assist you in determining how much you need or double-check your calculations. Providing exact formulas here isn’t easy because of all the variation in materials and situations.

However, that said, you can measure your length and width. I can at least give you some general rules to follow so you can get a ballpark figure on volume (length times width times depth). When in doubt, get more material rather than less because you’ll always end up using the surplus eventually.

The following are some typical path-materials scenarios; here I recommend how deep each one should be, a number that belongs in your shopping calculations:


	Coarse large gravel for the lowest layer: Aim for 2 inches deep.

	Gravel for pathways only (upper layer): Aim for 2 inches or more deep.

	Construction sand: At least 2 to 3 inches, more if you’re dumping it over a rock layer because some of it will sift in among those stones.

	Bark chips or mulch: Aim for 2 to 4 inches deep.

	Straw: Lay down at least 2 to 3 inches.




BEST PATHWAYS FOR WHEELCHAIRS, SCOOTERS, AND WALKERS

Those who depend on mobility assistance can still garden, of course, and raised beds are definitely appealing because they can be raised up to meet you. However, getting around in the area might be a challenge. It bears thinking about and making good decisions now, before the beds are planted.


	Path surface: Friction and uneven ground are your enemies. Also remember that tires sink down when crossing a wet, soft surface.

Inorganic path materials are your best bet for a smooth ride. Permeable and stone pavers, flagstone, and brick are all good choices. You might even consider a surface of permeable rubber mats or rubber pavers. However, gravel (including pea gravel and even crushed shells) can be hard to roll through, unless the path surface is quite firmly compacted.

Grass can be challenging; develop hummocks (small raised mounds) that are difficult to navigate around. Bark and mulch paths cause too much friction, dry or damp. With straw and sand, you’d get bogged down and also probably gum up your device — they are a definite no!


	Installation and maintenance concerns: Whatever you choose, the material needs to be installed nice and level without lips or significant unevenness that could halt or trip you up.

Releveling work is necessary over time and particularly when heavy rainfall shifts things around or tunneling critters try to push up the surface here and there.


	Turning radius: Ideally you want to be able to make a comfortable U-turn in the middle of a path, as well as navigate entrances, exits, and corners. This means the recommended width of 3 feet between beds is unlikely to be sufficient; pathways 4 feet wide are far better. However, the actual width should be calibrated to your particular device.










Chapter 8

Filling Your Beds


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Determining when to fill

[image: Bullet] Weighing soil-mix options

[image: Bullet] Considering hügelkultur

[image: Bullet] Determining volume and filling

[image: Bullet] Finishing touches and helpful extras



With your bed or beds in place, you’re ready to prepare the box for planting and fill the box with soil mix. It’s the moment when a bed becomes a garden bed, a moment full of promise and anticipation.

One of the great benefits of raised-bed gardening is that you can bypass your yard’s native soil, which may be lousy or unsuitable, and instead make a wonderful space to grow healthy plants. You decide, indeed, design what goes in.

This chapter examines the materials you need to make a good base. For deeper/taller beds, I explore hügelkultur beds where you put organic materials other than soil mix in first — and reveal why that’s not only money-saving but also wise.

I discuss how to figure how much soil mix you’ll be needing, but you’ll be happy to hear that’s simple math. I also share a few tips for filling without overstraining your patience and your back. Then finish up with a few things you can add to the bed at the very end. You’re then ready to plant — yay!

[image: Remember] Just as with planting in the ground, loading up a raised bed with good stuff sets your gardening goals on the road to success. In rose gardening, they always say “make a $10 hole for a $1 plant” (oops, those figures need to be adjusted for inflation, but you get the idea); the importance of providing a good growing medium can’t be underestimated. Give your beds the best you can, and your plants will reward you.



Establishing Bedtime — When to Fill

You can put soil mix into your raised beds as soon as they’re constructed and securely placed. You’re in no hurry, but a school of thought — which I agree with — says that soil should meld some before the plants go in. Allow the ingredients, like a good batter, to adjust to life together. A good base is a good start!

Here I examine two good options. Decide which one works best for you.


Filling in well in advance

If you installed your raised beds in the fall and won’t be planting them until spring, the soil will certainly have time to meld and settle. Some decomposing and consequent soil improvement can take place. Also perhaps snow and rain will fall on them in the meantime — farmers call snow “free fertilizer” because melting snow slowly releases nitrogen as well as moisture into soil.

This way, your beds will be ready to be planted in spring. Settling and compacting of the contents will be complete. You can then top off as needed. Wait until winter is clearly over, though, when the soil mix is warmed up and not mucky.

[image: Tip] The disadvantage is that “nature abhors a vacuum” and a filled but unplanted bed may tempt weeds or even creatures seeking shelter. I suggest throwing a plastic tarp over the whole thing and securing it before winter weather sets in and/or placing some flattened cardboard right over the soil surface for those winter-into-early-spring months.



Filling near planting day

If you’re raring to go, take a couple of hours to fill your beds. Back indoors, you can wash up and plot and plan what you’ll plant.

However, settling is still important. Allow a couple of days or a week if you can, for the reasons mentioned in the previous section. If you rush to plant, you’re quite likely to make the unpleasant discovery that the contents have shifted and the soil-mix layer has dropped and/or has become uneven and you’ll have to get back in there and straighten things out, probably while adding a bit more soil mix. Better to wait a bit.

You can hasten the settling process by soaking as you fill — add a few inches, water, add more, repeat. (This works far better than watering only once at the very end when the bed is full of soil mix.) Use a watering can or watering wand so it’s nice and even. Be prepared to top off and water again. See Figure 8-1.

[image: Illustration of a person filling a raised garden bed with soil from a wheelbarrow using a shovel.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 8-1: When filling a raised bed, work to avoid air pockets by spreading out the soil mix evenly.


You may also, or instead, smooth over and tamp down the surface by running a board across it, though the watering method works best.

[image: Tip] Ideally when the soil mix settles into the bed, it’s around a couple inches short of the top lip or edge. Zealously filling to the very top (after settling) results in spillage (unfortunate waste!) when you add and care for plants.




Focusing on the Soil

Soil quality is as important to the success of your raised-bed garden as sunlight and water. Poor-quality soil mix yields poor results. Soil drainage and density also affect your results. Lucky for you, a raised bed gives you control over the composition. You decide, and maintain, what goes in. Organically rich, balanced soil — which this section explains — suits most plants perfectly well.

[image: Remember] The best (most practical, most productive) way to achieve rich soil is to put in a combination of materials: equal parts of compost or aged manure and topsoil, for instance, though you may opt for other blends or proportions after reading this chapter and after you discern what your plant choices will prefer (see Part 3 for plant choices).

Before delving into the nitty-gritty, I pause briefly here so you’re clear about exactly what you’re providing for the incoming plants.

[image: Remember] Over time, the plants in your raised beds will deplete even the best soil mix. Regularly amending (adding compost) and providing supplemental nutrition (fertilizer) keeps everything healthy and productive as the years go by. Consult Chapters 20 and 22 for more details and advice.


Understanding soil

Soil isn’t merely dirt. It doesn’t just anchor the roots of your plants. It does so much more. Here’s a quick rundown:


	Protection: It protects them by insulating them from threats or challenges beyond the box, such as extreme weather conditions. Plants do best in a stable environment, and good soil really helps.

	Hydration: Soil also helps keep your plants adequately hydrated, neither rotting nor dehydrating and wilting. Of course, water is needed for photosynthesis, the fascinating process whereby plants sustain themselves and grow.

	Components essential to plant health: While micronutrients are present and play beneficial roles, the main nutrients are as follows: 

	N (nitrogen): Nitrogen enhances stem and leaf growth.

	P (phosphorus): Phosphorus aids the production of roots as well as flowers, fruits, and seeds.

	K (potassium): Potassium promotes vigor and increases plants’ disease-resistance.







[image: Remember] You may find it easier or convenient to purchase bags or even a truck delivery of topsoil but be advised that quality varies. Avoid heavy black muck; you want soil that smells fresh and crumbles easily when damp. It can be light or dark brown in color (usually not dark yellow).

[image: Tip] If any material you want to use seems to have clumps or chunks, just screen it before using, which filters out and breaks up those larger pieces and makes for a nice, consistent texture. You can buy or make a dirt sifter for this purpose; ¼-inch mesh is great. (The process reminds me of my grannie’s old flour-sifting gadget.)


CULTIVATING LIVING SOIL

Raised-bed gardeners have a unique opportunity to supply and care for good soil in their beds, which leads to happy, productive plants.

Doing so isn’t a one-and-done project; you fill the beds at the outset and then look after the mix over the season and indeed over the years. “If you build it, they will come” holds true here — a good mix becomes a thriving ecosystem.

Nowadays, scientists know more about soil than ever before, although, amazingly, they still have more to learn about how it sustains plant life and about the small creatures that inhabit and contribute to it. To simplify, soil isn’t just a substrate to plunk plants into. Soil is alive.

Living soil naturally hosts a community of tiny or unseen players (microbes, fungi, bacteria, and more) and the ones you can see (arthropods, such as roly-polies, potato bugs, beetles, as well as invertebrates like earthworms), not to mention the decomposing bodies and wastes of animals, birds, and insects, large and small. Soil also includes some inorganic materials, mainly weathered and decomposed rocks and minerals.

You can appreciate just how amazing soil truly is. When you visit your raised beds to put in plants or, later, just check in on them, examine how your plants are doing. You can see and feel the life. Respect the soil. Don’t compact, poison, or pollute it. Feed it and nurture it. Work with it.

For a quick check on it, grab a handful of your raised-bed soil and squeeze. In your grip, it should hold together. But as you open your hand, it will crumble. This, my friends, is the gold standard, and totally achievable.





Contemplating compost

As with in-ground gardens, compost is a wonderful gardening ally for your raised beds. Whether you buy it or make your own, you’re doing your plants a great favor.

What is compost? My favorite definition, offered by a gardening buddy, is “a big casserole of organic matter.” In addition, this lovely, beneficial, plant-nourishing, diverse organic matter is a meal best served decomposed. Too-fresh material has identifiable chunks, clearly not yet broken down, and a coarse texture. You want instead that highly touted cake-crumbly “black gold” that is decomposed organic matter.

[image: Technical stuff] There isn’t just one standard type of recipe for compost. Homemade compost is generally decomposed kitchen and yard scraps layered with “brown” (dried, not green) material like (for example) straw or chopped-up dried leaves. You can also buy a delivery of compost from a reputable source or, in smaller amounts, bagged compost (such as mushroom compost or a blend that includes decomposed lobster and crab shells). Common to all, though, is diverse organic materials that have had a chance to break down, meld, and age. Far more nutritious and valuable than “plain old dirt.”

Compost’s benefits include the following:


	Supplies nutrients and micronutrients to nourish the mix and your growing plants

	Offers an enhanced ability for the soil to hold moisture (so your beds won’t dry out as quickly)

	Prevents or reduces soil compaction, thus allowing improved drainage

	Encourages a healthier garden ecosystem

	Reduces the need for chemical fertilizers and pesticides



I highly recommend that you put compost in your raised beds, simply because I don’t know of a vegetable crop, small fruit plant, or flower that doesn’t benefit. Make sure you have more handy for the inevitable topping-off that you’ll need to do in the months and years to come. Be sure to check Chapter 21 for specific advice on replenishing (amounts and timing).

[image: Warning] Source nonhomemade compost with care! Municipal compost or compost from an unknown source, sometimes temptingly offered for free or a low price, is risky. It might not only contain undecomposed chunks, but also weed seeds, bits of invasive plants, or even weedkiller residue. Beware, too, of commercially available compost at box stores, which is often just composted manure or finely shredded bark, usually pine bark — not very diverse, not the best stuff (read the bag for ingredients).



Mulling a mix

Filling your raised beds with 100 percent compost, however, isn’t ideal because of these two reasons:


	That’s a lot of compost to produce or buy (refer to the section “Figuring out soil-mix volume” later in this chapter)!

	It may be too intense and too dense for some plants.



Your best bet is to supply your raised beds with a blend of quality materials that make up a hospitable soil mix for the majority of plants you may want to grow, including most veggies and flowers. You can buy blends or you can make them yourself. Here are a few recipes if you’re a DIYer.


Topsoil recipe

Topsoil combined with compost is the sweet spot, with topsoil lightening the texture while still contributing beneficial organic matter and micronutrients.

Half and half is fine, but 75 percent topsoil and 25 percent compost is also acceptable. Use what you can get and afford.

Alternatively, while letting the generally loose and loamy topsoil dominate, you can include along with the compost, materials such as decomposed manure, vermiculite, earthworm castings, coconut coir, perlite, and/or sphagnum peat moss. The goal is diverse organic material. Your plants will thank you!



Triple mix recipes

This lovely stuff is defined as a healthy, well-screened (to eliminate clumps) blend of equal parts of topsoil, peat, and compost. It may also contain some perlite or vermiculite (perlite does a good job of improving drainage and air flow; vermiculite helps retain water and nutrients, but over time it tends to break down into mush).

[image: Warning] Never fill a raised bed with bagged potting soil, which is really intended for houseplants and some potted plants. It’s too light and drains too quickly. (Also to do so would be expensive!)


CLASSIC HOMEMADE RECIPE

Blend ⅓ compost, ⅓ vermiculite, and ⅓ sphagnum peat moss

or

Blend ⅓ compost, ⅓ vermiculite, and ⅓ aged manure

[image: Warning] Sphagnum peat moss is coming under increased scrutiny because of sustainability and environmental concerns. This is making it harder to find in some stores. (You may substitute coconut coir, hydrafiber/hydrapeat, or even leaf mold, which is just shredded, decayed dry leaves.)



SPECIALIZED RECIPES

Some plants prefer a specialized soil mix, and the time to determine that is prior to planting (review Part 3), so you know.

For example, succulents as well as many herbs — for instance, rosemary, thyme, and sage — thrive in a well-drained mix, so their raised-bed mix should include sand or vermiculite. Another example, blueberries and azaleas, to name two favorites, do much better in acidic soil, which means their mix ought to include sphagnum peat moss or powdered gardening sulfur.

[image: Tip] You don’t have to take a deep-dive into specialized soil mixes for special plants, then go out and get all the ingredients. (Unless you want to!) Simply shop for specialized bag mixes labeled with what you want, such as “acidic soil mix” or “succulent blend.”


AVOIDING REGULAR GARDEN SOIL — HERE’S WHY

You may be tempted to just shovel some already on-hand garden soil into your raised beds and be done. Bad idea, I’m afraid, for these reasons:


	You’re putting soil in raised beds because your garden soil isn’t that great? If that’s the case, definitely don’t use it, or that problem isn’t solved.

	Most garden soils tend to be on the heavy and coarse side. When dumped into a raised bed, such soils compact and drainage tends to be poor. When you water or it rains, the situation worsens, restricting not only the flow of water through the raised bed but also restricting oxygen and inhibiting root growth.

	Garden or native soil may simply not be very fertile or nutritious for the plants you want to grow. A raised bed is an opportunity to give your garden dreams a chance they may never enjoy right in the less-ideal ground in your yard. Leave your yard’s soil be and instead spoil your raised-bed plants with really good stuff.










Considering Hügelkultur

You may be eyeing your raised beds and quailing, imagining not only the effort involved in filling them, but also the considerable expense. Suddenly they don’t look so small. Shallow beds will take numerous bags of soil mix; multiple raised beds or deeper ones require a substantial amount, maybe even a truckload.

Well, hügelkultur to the rescue — the following sections explore it more. That’s a German word, literally meaning “mound culture.” A mound or layer of logs, branches, and sticks is overlaid with soil that is planted. Gardeners have made these piles on open ground or even dug trenches with interesting success. The technique may also be used in raised beds and, among other things, reduces the volume of soil mix needed.

[image: Warning] Hügelkultur works best in deeper raised beds. Don’t try it in raised beds that are 8 to 12 inches deep (or shallower); there isn’t enough space for the decomposition process to work effectively.


Explaining how it works

In this context, hügelkultur refers to burying certain organic materials in the bottom of your raised beds. You put in logs, branches, twigs, and prunings right over the base (which might be bare earth but is more likely flattened cardboard, weed-blocking fabric, wire mesh, or a combination of these — consult Chapters 4 and 6 for details). Only then do you pour in the chosen soil mix.

These bulky items take up space, which is a help, but they also inaugurate a natural cycle of organic decomposition. Organic materials attract and nourish naturally occurring decomposition assistants such as fungi, microbes/microorganisms, helpful beetles, and more. This in turn contributes valuable nutrients to the bed’s overall mix and thus builds healthy, living soil. The decomposition process also aids aeration. And, it can actually generate a little heat, inspiring your plants’ roots to grow.

Another benefit is that the buried wood soaks up moisture, when you water and also, especially, from a good rainfall. Because raised beds tend to dry out faster than in-ground gardens, this is nice insurance for dry spells. As in nature, water-stressed plants send their roots deep down to seek the moisture they need, helping them survive and thrive despite dry times. Raised-bed gardeners in drought-prone climates, take note!

[image: Technical stuff] In forest ecology, there’s something known as a nurse log, which is a fallen log or entire tree that naturally decays. As it does so, a little garden of sorts grows up on its nourishing surface — tiny mosses, wee wildflowers, little ferns, and the like. Hügelkultur in your raised bed is basically a human-made version.



Knowing what to use and what to avoid

Organic materials contribute texture and nutrition to the soil mix and thus nurture your plants. You may already have useful materials on hand around the yard, stuff commonly termed “yard waste.” Not everything is suitable, though. Here I explain what is best and what to avoid.

You may use the following if you decide to try hügelkultur:


	Logs (better if split into smaller, shorter lengths and starting to decay)

	Pruned branches

	Twigs

	Storm, forest, or orchard deadfall, trimmed to manageable sizes

[image: Tip] Older, dried-out pieces are preferable to green and fresh, just because they’re already on their way to breaking down.

You’ll also need some smaller, lighter stuff to go around and atop this bottom layer, such as:


	Dried, chopped leaves

	Dried grass clippings (no lawn fertilizer or weedkiller allowed, though!)

	Herbaceous garden waste (such as tomato trimmings, pumpkin vines, spent flower stalks)







If you want to attempt hügelkultur, don’t use the following:


	Wood chips (especially from treated wood, which contain toxins) because they break down quickly and unevenly

	Big logs and trunk chunks because they take forever to decompose

	Lumber scraps, especially pressure-treated or painted (toxins!)

	Wood that’s naturally slow to break down, such as black locust, cedar, and redwood

	Wood or prunings from any diseased or pest-infested plant

	Weeds or remnants of invasive plants

	Anything from a black walnut tree because these trees contain an allelopathic chemical (a toxin) called juglone that harms/inhibits the growth of other plants

	Any non-organic items such as rocks (check the sidebar “Low and behold — other materials for filling the bottom of a larger bed” in this chapter)





Using the layering process

Here’s the hügelkultur technique as adapted to deeper raised beds. Make a deep, varied layer, topped by an approximately equal soil mix layer. This won’t work in a shallow raised bed but is worth doing in a one measuring 20 to 32 inches (or more) deep.

Check out Figure 8-2 and then follow these steps:


	Place the varying-size pieces of wood in the bottom of your raised bed.

[image: Tip] Don’t toss the logs and branches in haphazardly. Take the time to do it neatly, with as little space between them as possible — like fitting together jigsaw puzzle pieces. This way, the bed will settle much more evenly over time.


	Add dried grass clippings or chopped leaves over and among them, filling gaps.

You may also add some herbaceous garden trimmings (lawn grass is okay provided the clippings came from a yard that hasn’t been treated with weedkillers or fertilizers). Work carefully and methodically, trying to prevent air pockets and to create a compact and level layer. It should be at least a foot or up to 16 inches thick.

[image: Illustration of a raised bed filled with logs and a wheelbarrow filled with twigs.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 8-2: Sticks, branches, and wood go in first; lay them evenly and close together to reduce shifting and settling.



	Tamp it down.

You can even climb in and press or stomp stuff down. It’s going to compress anyway, better to get as much settling done now (rather than after things are growing in the bed). Also spray water over everything periodically to help settle and even out.


	Let the bed sit for a few days, just to meld and more fully settle.

	Dump in and spread out your chosen soil mix (as described in the previous section) in the final 8 to 16 inches.

This is where your plants will grow.






Knowing what to expect

Here’s what is likely to happen once you are done:


	Settling. As you can guess, settling is inevitable, but uneven or rapid settling (6 inches to a foot in a season) is vexing. Avoid or greatly reduce this problem by following the directions in the previous section, especially the watering-in.

Minor settling will still happen, but you can add more compost and/or a layer of mulch around your plants. See Chapter 15 for more maintenance info and advice.


	Nitrogen drain. As logs break down, and to a lesser extent smaller pieces, they’ll temporarily steal/consume nitrogen from the soil mix above — this is part of the natural decomposition process. Will this affect the health of the plants? Will you have to provide supplemental nitrogen-higher fertilizer to your plants above? The fungi involved in the natural decomposition process temporarily lock up nitrogen, but it isn’t lost from the system, so the loss is short-lived.

You shouldn’t have to provide supplemental nitrogen in the form of fertilizer. Compost and rotted manure tend to have plentiful nitrogen and, if added to your bed, will take up the slack. You can also grow beans and their legume relatives, which fix (convert) nitrogen from the air and make it available to plants and soil. You can mitigate this issue by simply using logs that are already rotting rather than freshly cut.


	Roots going deeper. Over time, your plants will respond by sending roots deep into the bed. I watched a YouTube video where a couple of guys, curious after three years, pried off a metal raised bed to have a look and discovered that their pepper plants had, over time of course, sent their roots down pretty deeply into the bed. And yes, you bet, those plants looked fabulous; they were obviously thriving in the hügelkultur bed.

	Mix getting richer. As you kick off and recreate this natural process with natural materials, the rewards will become increasingly apparent. The soil mix in your contained environment of a finite raised box will slowly but surely become more and more organically rich, hold moisture well, and develop a wonderful smell and texture. Your plants — no matter what you grow — will just love this!





Determining whether it’s right for you

Before you jump in and embrace hügelkultur for your raised beds, consider the following criticisms from other raised-bed enthusiasts:


	It isn’t suited to shallow raised beds. That’s true. Such a layer in an 8- to 12-inch bed would take up space that ought to be soil mix, in order to accommodate the root systems of most plants. Beds that shallow should be filled with soil mix alone.

	Annual topping off is necessary. As the lower layer breaks down, your raised bed will indeed sink several inches each year and you’ll need to top it off with fresh new soil mix. Are you willing to spend the money and effort to do this?

	The lower layer is the outermost limit, a hard stop. Well, that’s why I recommended 8 to 16 inches of soil mix above it … while you wait, yes, several growing seasons, for the wood below to break down into rich, nourishing, healthy organic material. So it’s not a hard stop forever. You must have patience.

[image: Tip] You can get hügelkultur benefits faster with smaller pieces of wood and/or wood that’s already breaking down, bearing in mind that it won’t be as long-lasting. (Get sustained hügelkultur benefits by using larger pieces, even logs.)


	The cost–benefit may not be balanced. You’re looking at this method because you want to spend less money on soil mix. But, to use it, you need to make or buy a larger, that is, deeper/taller raised bed in the first place. More lumber, but less soil. Or a taller metal bed, which costs more. Does this work out to savings? Maybe not.

On the other hand, if you garden in a dry climate, deeper raised beds dry out more slowly than shallow ones, and deeper raised beds with a lower layer of absorbent wood pieces inside will be valuable to assist your plants through drought, to cut back on your time spent watering, and also help save on your water bill. Does it work out to savings? It may!





LOW AND BEHOLD — OTHER MATERIALS FOR FILLING THE BOTTOM OF A LARGER BED

If classic hügelkultur materials daunt you or you don’t have access to logs and branches, you can fill space in the bottom of a raised bed with other organic materials. Just remember to attend to tamping so the whole thing doesn’t sink dramatically when the weight of soil mix goes in on top.

Again, remember, this applies to deeper beds. Always be sure to reserve the top 8 to 12 inches for soil mix, for the roots of your incoming plants. The following applies to the bottom layer:


	Coarse straw: (Not hay, which so often contains weed seeds.) You’ll need more than you think. It does soak up moisture nicely.

	Compost: Assuming you have access to plentiful compost, put it in your beds for the bottom layer. One hundred percent compost might be too intense for some plants, but it makes a fine, beneficial sublayer. It will continue to decompose, causing some settling, but it will also contribute to the health and texture of the bed’s soil mix.

Alternatively, and this is a long-view idea, but marvelous, use your raised bed like a composter for a season or more, dumping in “green” yard and kitchen waste, intermixed with “brown” layers of dry shredded leaves, dry twigs, dried grass. (You need a cover to keep pests, including mammals/rodents, out.) After that layer is well-established, convert the bed to raised-bed gardening.


	Leaves: If you have access to a lot of fallen autumn leaves, you’re in luck — they can be very useful for your new raised beds, adding valuable organic matter and saving you on soil mix. Just be advised that this tack requires waiting to plant, at least a month or two. Ideally, do this in autumn; plan to plant in spring.

Leaves work best when you chop them up first (run a mower over them); otherwise, they tend to mat, get slimy, and break down more slowly.




Warning: Don’t use non-organic stuff. I know some gardeners who sometimes deploy space-fillers in their large containers and planters such as overturned plastic pots, assorted rocks, and even Styrofoam packing peanuts — no, no, no! There are no benefits for your plants and doing that defeats the opportunity you have to create a healthy raised-bed environment. Organic items only.





Working with shallow raised beds

I know a guy who gets great harvests from a couple of short, 8-inch raised beds. He doesn’t spend a lot of money or time. His recipe: he begins by laying a flattened cardboard box in the bottom (it’ll break down over time, he reminds; see Chapter 6). Then he adds a few-inch layer of yard waste (just small dry twigs and prunings), then a delivery of two-thirds soil and one-third peatmoss and bonemeal, well-mixed. He waters and tamps to settle it all, then tops off with a couple inches of good aged compost. After planting, he mulches with weed-free straw (which he digs in at season’s end if it’s still intact).

His process sounds like mini-hügelkultur. “Simple and successful,” he reports, and I believe him!




Determining How Much Mix You’ll Need

On the grounds that it’s better to know than guess wrong and make repeated trips to the garden or home-supply store, or another call to a supplier, I hereby offer information on calculating how much soil mix you need.

[image: Remember] Deep beds are more about accessibility or saving you from bending over. The plants won’t need 2 or 3 feet of soil mix; the very good stuff must, however, occupy the first foot or so at the bed’s top. Fill the bottom layers with other materials as I describe in the section “Focusing on the Soil” earlier in this chapter.

Bear in mind that soil mix, whether bagged or loose in the back of a delivery truck, tends to be sold in either cubic feet or cubic yards. I can’t quote you prices because they vary a great deal, depending on what you choose and your local/regional market. But suffice to say it’ll be a large initial outlay. Call it an up-front investment; you won’t have to purchase in this volume again. Buy the best-quality mix you can afford — your plants will appreciate it.

In the following sections, I walk you through calculating how much mix you’ll need, taking the guesswork out of shopping.


Figuring out soil-mix volume

To determine how much soil-mix you need, simply multiply together the bed’s width, length, and depth. Despite expected settling, work with the full depth (or height) of the bed. Here are some hypothetical examples (note that I favor rounding up slightly — better to end up with a bit of surplus soil mix than to not have enough): 


	Classic wood raised bed: In Chapter 4, I recommend using the popular-size wood raised bed, 4 feet wide × 8 feet long × 1 foot (12 inches) deep.

Multiply 4 × 8 × 1 = 32 cubic feet of soil mix needed.

If you need to know how many cubic yards, divide by 27. 32 divided by 27 = 1.2 (rounded up slightly) cubic yards of soil mix needed.


	Standard beginner metal raised bed: A popular, widely available starter raised bed configures to 2 feet wide @ 8 feet long × 11 inches (0.9 feet) deep.

2 × 8 × 0.9 = 14.5 cubic feet of soil mix needed.

For cubic yards, 14.5 divided by 27 = 0.54 cubic yards of soil mix needed.


	Basic fabric raised bed: A good, common starter size is 4 feet × 4 feet × 1 foot.

4 × 4 × 1 = 16 cubic feet of soil mix needed.

For cubic yards, 16 divided by 27 = 0.6 (rounded up slightly) cubic yards of soil mix needed.






Calculating soil mix for hügelkultur beds

Raised beds using hügelkultur tend to be larger, certainly deeper: 12 inches deep is the low end, and you might build or buy a bed that’s, say, as much as 30 or more inches tall.

You don’t need to fill the entire thing with soil mix. In fact, doing so is unnecessary for your plants — many things grown in raised beds have root systems that typically range no deeper than 12 inches; some only live in the top 6 to 8 inches. The roots won’t and don’t need to quickly access the lowest layers when they first begin life in a raised bed. Also, all-soil mix in a large, deep raised bed would be wasteful and, oh yes, expensive.

So you may calculate your soil mix volume by assuming no more than 12 inches depth. Some soil will sift down into the hügelkultur materials, and you’ll need to top off after the bed settles. But you’re perfectly safe using the calculation formulas in the previous section, after filling the lower part of the bed as I discuss in the section “Using the layering process” earlier in this chapter.

Here’s an example: For a wooden raised bed measuring 4 feet × 8 feet × 2 feet, you need 32 cubic feet of soil mix.

How to figure: Calculate volume (width times length times height). The first/lower foot of fill will be the hügelkultur mix. Atop that, the next/top foot will be soil mix. So calculate your soil-mix need by working with 4 feet × 8 feet × 1 foot.


SHOPPING FOR SOIL MIX

Here are some considerations to help you decide when shopping for soil mix:


	Bags: Typically store-bought bags contain 1 cubic foot. Sometimes you can find bigger bags of 2 cubic feet. Either way, you can be looking at quite a few bags. Up to you, but I think after you exceed 27 cubic feet of soil mix, you’re better off ordering a truckload.

The advantages of bags are that you can probably pick them up and hoist them around yourself, including loading them in your vehicle and then later dumping their contents into the bed. The disadvantages are bags tend to be more expensive, you and your vehicle’s suspension may be exhausted afterwards, and you have to dispose of or find a way to reuse all those plastic bags.


	Truck delivery: Truck deliveries are usually offered by the cubic yard, so double-check your math and give your supplier the right number.

The advantages of ordering a truckload are no plastic bags, usually a cheaper price per unit, and saving wear and tear on your vehicle. The disadvantages are the delivery tends to make a mess (including the fact that you may have to move things out of the way to allow the truck to dump it close to the project) and the total volume may be off.









Filling While Sparing Your Back

Filling your raised beds, although a one-time chore, is a good bit of work. Here are a few tips to make it go easier, particularly to ease strain on your back. No need to rush, overdo it, or exhaust yourself!

As ever with outdoor work, be dressed for it, use sunscreen and a hat, stay hydrated, and avoid doing it on the hottest part of the day. If you’re filling several raised beds, for heaven’s sake, corral some helpers. Promise them cold drinks and pizza after!


Prepping and getting to work

Here are some tried-and-true suggestions for prepping and getting to work:


	Designate a staging spot beforehand, as close as possible to the bed site. I advise laying down a big tarp to receive the bags or the truck delivery, which makes cleanup easier.

	Deposit the bags or have the truckload of soil mix dropped off at that spot — don’t make it so you have to move the soil mix twice!

	Use a wheelbarrow, which you can fill as full as you can handle, then decant the contents into the bed.

	If you instead use a shovel, garbage can, or large bucket, be sure to take “bite-size pieces,” as my husband always says about shoveling heavy snow; don’t try to hoist or shovel large amounts. Just work steadily in manageable amounts. Speaking of snow shovels, they’re great for this work!





Tamping and why it’s important

The contents of your raised bed start out loose and need to settle before you can begin planting. To spare yourself repeated visits to top off, tamp down everything the day you fill. This way the bed won’t have air pockets (air pockets aren’t just areas of insufficient soil mix, they’re not good for the incoming plant roots, which need to be in contact with the soil).

The best way to tamp down is to work incrementally. Stick to these steps:


	Put up to 6 inches or so of soil mix in and spread it around fairly evenly with your shovel or a rake.

	Water it all thoroughly with spray from a hose and let it soak in and settle (see Figure 8-3).

	Do another layer, water again, let that soak in and settle — repeat until the bed is full.

	Rake the whole thing smooth.



[image: Remember] The soil-mix layer shouldn’t be flat-level with the top of the bed, but rather a couple of inches short. This allows elbow room for the incoming plants without spilling excess soil out of the bed. (Similar principle to filling cake pans with batter — don’t overfill or there’s spillover!)

[image: Watering a rectangular garden bed filled with soil using a shower head nozzle attached to a long handle.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 8-3: As you fill and tamp, spray with some water and let it soak in before continuing.





Including Helpful Extras

With a filled raised bed or beds, you’re ready to plant. You might pause to add a few things that can be helpful. These items are easiest to install now, before plants are in the way. A sampling follows.


Creating a planting-guide grid

If you’re a beginning gardener, working with kids, or just like to be organized, establishing a grid on the planting surface of your new raised bed is a fine idea.

Basically after the bed is in place, it will look like a checkers or chess board, with same-size squares. You can then sow or plant with the goal of a single plant growing in each box (or a couple, if smaller or if you plan to thin — you can find much more on planting in Chapter 9). As I realized when I did this, the grid keeps you honest!

This idea was popularized by Square-Foot Gardening, a famous and beloved book by Mel Bartholomew; you can track down the original or an updated edition for all kinds of good info and advice. The concept adapts wonderfully to raised-bed gardening.

The grid doesn’t have to be permanent or last a long time, but it does need to be in place for planting. Squares of 12 inches work well in a raised bed.

The material doesn’t have to be all that durable, because it may disintegrate over the course of the growing season or you may choose to dismantle it after the plants are growing well. If you do want the grid to last, invest in nylon string or light rope, and be sure to knot it well to the little supports.

Here are a few ways to set up the lines:


	Put small nails or tacks at one-foot intervals along the sides of your raised bed — partway in — and run string, twine, or yarn between them (see Figure 8-4). Supplies needed: 1¼-inch nails, string, a measuring tape, hammer, pencil to mark with.

	Insert short sticks (twigs or bamboo stakes cut to, say, 8 inches) at 1-foot intervals right into the soil mix but up against the sides. Press them in about halfway, then run the string of your choice between them. Supplies needed: twigs or bamboo stakes, clippers or cutting them, string, a measuring tape, pencil to mark with.

	Track down some cheap folding rulers, the kind with 1-foot sections joined by metal brads. Lay them right in the bed; remove after planting. All you need, and easy-peasy.



[image: Illustration of a square garden bed divided into a grid with small plants in each section.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 8-4: Create a planting grid on the surface of a raised bed with string and nails. 




Installing a watering system

Here’s a way to get the grid system and put it to work for you irrigating your raised bed garden. It’s particularly useful if you’re busy and auto-watering is a help, or if you garden in an area of hot summers where consistent, controlled irrigation keeps your plants happy. Chapter 15 discusses watering systems in more detail.

Although you can certainly rig your own from pipes and connectors sold by garden and greenhouse suppliers, buying a grid watering system made especially for raised reds may be easier. In fact, not surprisingly, you can purchase a grid irrigation system from companies that sell pre-made raised beds or raised bed kits, and they’ll be a perfect fit.

Just hook them up to your water supply, add a timer if you want, and then lay the pipes right on the bed. (Note that, if the manufacturer says you can, you may hide them from view with a light mulch; in any event, the growing plants will soon hide them from view.) Like systems made for in-ground irrigation, they dribble water slowly and evenly into the soil mix via little emitters. It’s ingenious and time-saving.

Yes, non-grid rigs are also available. You can wind the hosing through your raised bed as you see fit. You might even, if you’re careful, plant first and put it in after.



Putting in PVC-pipe arches

Fastened over the length of your raised bed, PVC-pipe arches handily allow you to turn your raised bed into a hoop house to protect crops from the scorching sun and any marauding pests, to warm up the plants so they’ll grow faster in cool spring weather, or to keep on producing further into autumn. Sound good? Turn to Chapter 4 for all the details.






Part 3

Plant Choices for Raised Beds


IN THIS PART …
 

	Review your many options and decide which plants you want to grow.

	Understand what’s involved in raising edible crops.

	Pick out flowers and fruits that thrive in a bed.

	Introduce some fresh herbs to your raised beds to enhance your recipes.

	Plant a compatible mixture of plants.







Chapter 9

Addressing Moving-In Considerations


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Determining what to grow

[image: Bullet] Figuring out how many plants will fit

[image: Bullet] Getting started: seeds or seedlings?

[image: Bullet] Simplifying shopping

[image: Bullet] Installing plants in your beds



The raised bed is ready. The gardener is ready. Spring is springing; all danger of frost is past. What’s the best way to go about planting? What are your options?

The first order of business is determining how many plants your beds can hold. After that, I focus on the basics, such as starting from seed versus installing seedlings and some shopping tips. Then it’s time to roll up your sleeves and put in the plants; I explore a few different ways to do this so they’ll prosper. With that, your new raised beds are on their way!

[image: Remember] I remind you that a raised bed is a work-in-progress. You can alter or abandon the decisions you make at the outset later if you want or you get diverted to other things you want to grow. You discover what does well and what you like. Every year in raised-bed gardening will be better than the last.



Deciding What to Grow

Decisions, decisions. Well, a good way to plunge in is to choose plants that you most often buy at the store or farmers’ market, especially ones you find too expensive or want to have fresh at your fingertips when preparing meals. Here are a few suggestions:


	Herbs are especially easy, if you use them a lot in your recipes.

	Homegrown tomatoes are the best! Maybe start out by installing several different plants: a large slicing tomato, an heirloom variety, and some tasty little cherry tomatoes. Check the packets for the days-to-maturity figures and aim for a staggered harvest, so you can savor as you go instead of being overwhelmed with one big harvest in the same week.

	Cucumbers, peas, sugar snaps, and beans are all easy to grow, if you’re a beginner. Just remember to provide support for all except the bush beans. Details are in Chapter 4.

	If you want to start slow and uncomplicated, then devote entire beds to single crops and master those. For instance, garlic, potatoes, strawberries.

	Not everything has to be edible. Flowers brighten up your beds, plus picking homegrown bouquets for yourself or to give away is a joy.



Look through the chapters in Part 3 where I tour different types of plants, providing specific information about growing each. Plenty of enticing ideas!

[image: Tip] Mixing in ornamentals with edibles is worth considering for more than just their beauty — there are more benefits. Some may deter pests or attract beneficial insects and pollinators. Refer to Chapter 14 for more information.



Calculating How Many Plants

A common rookie mistake is having entirely too many plants for the allotted space. There’s no point in jamming lots of plants into your raised bed because the plants will compete for space and nutrients. Then either you have smaller plants (smaller leaves, smaller roots) or you end up evicting some to create more space for those plants that remain. Overcrowding also reduces air circulation and therefore can encourage fungal plant diseases.

A properly prepared raised bed becomes a pleasant growing environment that you want to maximize. Being realistic is important. As you gain experience in your particular setting and climate, discovering which plants do well for you and which ones you like best, you can then tweak how intensively you plant.

There are various ways to fill a raised bed; I now explore ones that have proven to be manageable and productive.


Modifying the classic method

You can plant your raised bed the same way as an in-ground garden, creating rows with plants growing at intervals. But with potentially better soil (ample, controlled nutrients) and drainage (less compaction), you can plant a raised bed more thickly.

[image: Remember] The wider spacing in in-ground gardens allows access. With a raised bed, you have access, from all sides. Therefore, you can reduce the recommended distance between rows, perhaps by as much as half. However, continue to follow the recommended distance between individual plants (you can find this information provided on each seed packet).



Trying square-foot gardening

Square-foot gardening is intensive planting in a raised bed using a grid of 1-foot squares (refer to Chapter 8 for ways to create and fill the squares). Here’s an example of how square-foot gardening works (see Figure 9-1):


	The bulkiest plants consume one square foot all for themselves; examples include tomato, eggplant, broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower.

	Not-quite-as-large plants can fit four to one square foot; examples include potatoes, corn, lettuce, Swiss chard.

	Medium-size ones can be planted nine to a square foot; examples are beans, carrots, beets, spinach.

	Small plants can cram as many as 16 into a square foot; examples are radishes, chives, arugula, mesclun.



[image: Tip] Square-foot planting works well with assorted leafy greens; just sow different seeds into each square.

[image: Illustration of a square foot garden with various plants in a wooden frame.]https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.shutterstock.com/image-vector/raised-bed-garden-vector-illustration-square-2533294217?trackingId=73f2e313-7f1b-44db-8dd3-53e930e76cdb__;!!N11eV2iwtfs!qMCYhpkfYxAKrDhWZ5RyP6797GHFmNCf4kgOc1tyGvQtu7pISnkaDfWqap6y7lAcOohLs2bkF_ipnayT$
FIGURE 9-1: A sample square-foot garden plan gives you an idea of how many plants can fit in each square.


[image: Remember] Square-foot gardening is more than merely planting in square-foot grids. It also involves having an enriched soil mix, selecting compact-growing varieties, and/or pinching or pruning the plants as they grow to keep them in bounds. If this approach appeals to you, getting a copy of Square-Foot Gardening by Mel Bartholomew (Rodale Press) is a good idea.




Getting Started: Sources of Plants

Putting in plants in raised beds isn’t radically different from in-ground gardening, although there are some notable differences. You may not be tending your raised bed down on your hands and knees (depending on the height of your beds). And you’ll feel like the space is finite, which it is (the outer edges aren’t negotiable, shall we say).

Here I cover some fundamentals, which can help you begin and/or refresh your memory. Where applicable, I mention the concerns and opportunities unique to raised beds.


Sowing seeds indoors

The enterprising and the frugal tend to opt for raising at least some raised-bed plants from seed. Doing so is cheaper. The good news: You can find all sorts of wonderful, varied options in seed catalogs — veggie and flower varieties never seen in your local garden center or box store’s gardening area. Plus, you can get a jump on the growing season.

Ah, about getting started early. Quite a few plants can and should be sown while winter is still lingering, so that (ideally) you’ve have hearty seedlings ready to go when spring arrives and you can safely install them outdoors. Without doubt, doing so is rewarding. Some favorites that are often started from seed early indoors include tomatoes, peppers, basil, and broccoli.

[image: Remember] Don’t start seeds too early. Otherwise you’ll usually end up with spindly, weak plants. Wait to start annuals and veggies no sooner than 4 to 12 weeks before your last frost date.

However, raising your plants from seeds is also quite a project. You need a nice bright, warm, well-ventilated but not drafty area to raise them. You may get mini-greenhouse-like kits or just manage with trays, pots, egg cartons, and/or recycled containers. You may end up investing in lights (which approximate sunlight) to nurture them along. Some plants are challenging to grow from seed whereas others are a cinch. I don’t have a magic answer for you; it’s a learning curve.

If you need confidence-building help, including seed-starting specifics, find a gardening mentor, and get yourself a copy of Gardening Basics For Dummies by Steven Frowine and the National Gardening Association (John Wiley & Sons, Inc.).

[image: Tip] Don’t start too many seeds. Although I recommend having a few extra plants on hand just in case, remember that your raised beds can’t hold large numbers.



Direct-sowing into the beds

Many favorite vegetables and flowers can go straight into the bed as seeds; this is termed direct-sowing. Generally speaking, they have shorter germination times and grow rapidly. Furthermore they may not tolerate transplanting well (starting indoors and putting in the bed when taller). Some favorites that this applies to include radishes, lettuce, spinach, peas, beans, radishes, corn, carrots, nasturtiums, and zinnias.

To work out well, the weather and the soil have to have warmed up so the seeds are induced to sprout and grow. The good news: The soil mix in a raised bed tends to heat up and be ready more quickly than a comparable-size bed in the ground.

[image: Remember] The usual method is to plant at least double and then thin back to the strongest plant once growth is well underway. Specific information on sowing and thinning recommendations is on the seed packet.



Investing in seedlings

If you’re a first-time gardener, or just too busy or disinclined to raise your own seedlings, by all means buy seedlings when they begin to appear in local garden centers. Get there early (in the season and in the day) for best selection and quality.

Buying seedlings does cost more, but doing so is undeniably convenient. I hope you’re bearing in mind the size of your raised bed(s) and not overbuying. (Having a general layout plan before you go shopping can help rein in your spending!)




Shopping for Plants

You’re either in the market for seeds or for seedlings, perhaps both. Here’s my advice for getting good quality and good value with your gardening dollars.


Seeds

Start early in the new year, as soon as the colorful seed catalogs arrive in the mail. Not on their mailing lists? Look them up online and to find what you like.

However, in my estimation, there’s no substitute for sitting down with a fresh new seed catalog on a chilly winter day. Make sure you’re comfortable and have a good block of time. Grab your comforting beverage of choice, and start flipping through, oohing and ahhing, reading, dreaming, turning down page corners, marking it up.

Here’s what to look for:


	An indication that the seeds are appropriate for your climate: Often your best bet is small, regional seed companies, which offer varieties known to succeed in your area. If you shop with a big mega-seed supplier, at least read the description for assurance that a variety is suitable for your area (for example: “prolific even in dry summer weather,” “tolerant of humidity,” “fast-maturing” if you have a short summer, and so forth).

	A good reputation: Read the online reviews from other gardeners.

	Customer support: Look to see whether the company has a toll-free advice line or online newsletter. Find out whether the customer service responds to inquiries in a timely fashion. (The online reviews can give you a clue.)

	Freshness: The season the seeds are packed for should be stamped on the envelope.



[image: Tip] Don’t procrastinate. Order as soon as you make up your mind because sometimes the companies run low on popular varieties.



Seedlings

You also want to shop for seedlings as soon as they’re available. If you wait too long, other gardeners will beat you to the best varieties and the healthiest, largest plants. Shop early in the season and early in the day.

Here’s what to look for when shopping for seedings:


	Broad selection: More choices mean more fun for you.

	Knowledgeable and helpful staff: You can ask them for recommendations and answers to your questions.

	Husky plants: You don’t want leggy or thin ones. Ensure the plants have plenty of leaves (not just two or four little ones — they need to grow more before they’re ready for planting).

	Healthy plants: Look for ones that aren’t dried out, have few or no yellowing or bedraggled leaves, and don’t have any pests or tiny pest eggs or larvae lurking underneath leaves or in stem nodes.

	Buds rather than flowers: Buds will continue to develop and open after planted in your raised bed; flowers tend to drop off on the car ride home or in the first few adjustment days.



[image: Tip] Some plant providers offer plants way too early to safely plant in your area. If you’re worried that your favorite variety is selling out, buy the plants early, but keep them in a sunny windowsill indoors until there’s no threat of a killing frost. Putting the plant in the ground too early, when the soil is cold and wet, will just result in stunted plants and in some cases, rotted plant roots.




Getting the Lowdown on Planting

Planting a raised-bed garden is pretty intuitive, even if you’re a newbie. The bed’s mix should be moistened but definitely not soggy. The following sections share some general best practices and focus specifically on installing seeds and seedlings.


Planting in raised beds: Just the basics

For the most part, you want to plant after the danger of frost is past. However, some plants can go in earlier because they’re tolerant of a light frost. These include veggies like spinach, kale, lettuce, and other salad greens. Herbs are pretty, tough, too, especially parsley and chives. Take a look at their days to maturity/harvest time and calculate if you can and should.

In addition, here are some other important considerations before you plant:


	Picking a day: The best time to plant a garden is a cool, cloudy one because it’s less stressful for the little plants and for you. Get started in mid-morning, after dew has dried but before the heat of noon.

	Having a plan: Figure out what you’re planting and where beforehand, even if that means making notes, drawing a sketch, and/or plunking plant tags into the bed beforehand.

[image: Tip] You can either eyeball or mark your plans on the surface of the soil mix. To mark, you can put in little temporary stakes and run a string to follow, use a trowel and score a row or shallow trench, or use a dibber, a handy tool that makes the holes for you.

[image: Remember] Don’t plant everything all at once; stagger by a few days so you’ll get continuous harvests.


	Setting up: Gather not only the packets and/or little plants, but also items you’ll need, such as a trowel, stakes and string, a measuring tape, gardening gloves, and a watering can.





Installing seeds

Here are two main options to planting seeds — your choice:


Planting in rows

To plant in rows, score a furrow to the recommended depth and put the seeds in at intervals; spacing recommendations are on the packet. If you need to, use a tape measure to confirm. Lightly cover with soil mix using a trowel or by handfuls, then pat down.

You can create rows in two ways:


	Short rows: I prefer planting short rows — rows that span the width of a raised bed. It helps me organize and put in a greater variety in one bed. Check out the photo in the color insert for an example of a bed planted in short rows.

	Long rows: You can plant the entire length, assuming your bed is a rectangle shape.





Planting in blocks

To plant in blocks, make a shallow outline with your trowel. Start at the back of your raised bed and work forward, following the depth and spacing directions from the seed packet. Continue until the block is full. Lightly cover with soil mix with the trowel or by handfuls and pat down.

[image: Tip] To determine planting depth for seeds, always consult the packet. This varies depending on what you’re planting. For instance, plant little radish seeds only a half-inch down; plant bigger seeds like beans to a depth of an inch or so. Make holes or trenches with a trowel or your fingers.




Installing seedlings

Planting seedlings is a simple process, provided you take good care. These sections give you the basics.


Hardening off

Baby plants sometimes experience shock or a setback if they move too quickly from the warm indoors to life out in the raised bed. The key is to gradually acclimate them over a week or two, typically by putting them outside in a sheltered spot during the day and bringing them indoors at night. This process is called hardening off.



Preparing

If the seedlings are in little peat pots or other biodegradable material, start by taking off the very bottom so the roots can grow freely (it tears off easily). If the seedlings were raised in plastic pots, gently squeeze to dislodge the entire rootball.



Positioning

As with seeds, you can place seedlings in short or long rows (assuming your bed isn’t a square); refer to the previous section about sowing seeds. Up to you!

Plant them to the same depth they were growing in the pots. You’ll be able to see this. (One exception is tomatoes. Take off the lowest two or three sets of leaves and bury deeper; additional, stabilizing roots will develop off of the buried stem.)

[image: Warning] Don’t plant flush against the box’s edges, not only because the plants and their root systems ultimately won’t have enough room to expand, but also because when a raised bed’s soil mix starts to dry out — even if you’re a vigilant waterer — the mix will pull away from the sides, stressful for any plants in that spot.




Knowing what to do after planting

Always water, carefully of course, right after planting. Give the soil mix a good soaking so the water reaches down to the seeds or roots. Avoid wetting the leaves, which can lead to plant diseases. Use a watering can or soft spray from a hose wand. Keep the following in mind:


	For seeds: Don’t mulch yet. Wait until the plants are up and growing. Otherwise they’re buried too deep. This may be a couple of weeks out, so keep an eye on them and/or set yourself a reminder.

	For seedlings: Add mulch on planting day — at least an inch or two. Take care not to press it up against the little stems of seedlings, which can lead to rot. Read more about mulch — including suggested materials — in Chapter 15.





Taking care down the line

After you install your plants in your raised bed, pay them special attention in their early days as follows:


	Support your plants. On planting day or soon after, add supports for those plants that need them, such as tomato cages for tomatoes and stakes or trellises for peas, cucumbers, beans, and squash. Putting these things in earlier rather than later, when the plant’s growth will be in your way and you risk poking their roots is easier.

	Thin after your seeds sprout. You want to create optimum distance between mature plants. Read the seed packet for this information. Use your fingers or tweezers. I know, I know, it’s hard to do, but nobody wins when the plants get overcrowded as they continue to grow and fill out.

[image: Tip] Maybe you can eat the thinnings — “microgreens”!







Grouping Like Plants

The beauty of having more than one raised bed is that you can dedicate each one to certain plants, simplifying care. Planting strategies vary a lot, depending on what you’re growing, your region, and your tastes and goals. But you don’t have to reinvent the wheel, and if you need a little guidance on grouping schemes, the following sections explain what you need to know. Chapter 18 also offers more detail on succession planting, crop rotation, and companion planting.


Grouping by water needs

As I say throughout this book, the soil mix in raised beds tends to dry out faster than an equivalent bed in the ground, so you do have to keep after the water needs of your plants. This makes it all the more critical that plants adjacent to one another or sharing a bed have similar needs — true whether you hand-water or install some sort of drip irrigation. (Refer to Chapter 15 for much more on watering options.)

Check out the chapters in Part 3 for details on specific plants. Here are a couple of quick examples of plants that require a lot of watering and those that don’t:


	Popular plants that love regular, deep watering: Everything in the nightshade/tomato family, that is, tomatoes, peppers, eggplants, and potatoes. Other unrelated root crops include beets and carrots. Among herbs, basil and mint need to remain consistently hydrated.

	Plants that can tolerate somewhat drier conditions: Many herbs, bush and pole beans, okra, hot peppers.





Grouping by sun or shade preference

So many favorite plants relish full sun to be healthy and productive that you should site your raised beds accordingly. However, some do appreciate a little shade (especially on blazing-hot summer days). Sometimes shade happens due to close proximity to taller plants.

You can plan for this, rather than find it to be an unwelcome problem by midseason. For instance, it’s okay if a cucumber trellis, filled with foliage and developing fruits, casts shade on your arugula or lettuce.

Here is an overview of plants that require a lot of sun versus those that are okay with some shade:


	Full-sun lovers: Corn, melon, squash, tomatoes, eggplant, cucumbers, okra, peas, basil, thyme, sage

	Okay with some shade: Lettuce, spinach, Swiss chard, kale, arugula, radishes, carrots, beets, parsley, chives





Grouping by nutrient requirements

Plants in the same botanical family tend to relish and consume similar nutrients. Crop rotation leverages this fact, so if this approach interests you, flip to Chapter 18 for a list of plant families and examples of their members.


DEALING WITH HEAVY FEEDERS

So-called heavy feeders are plants that slurp up nutrients in the bed’s mix and then probably need supplemental fertilizing (consult Chapter 15). That means you can either place them in their own bed or group them together.

Here are some examples:


	Potatoes, onions, beets

	Tomatoes, peppers, eggplant

	Sweet corn

	Watermelon

	Broccoli, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts










Chapter 10

Growing Vegetable Crops


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Choosing your veggies and varieties

[image: Bullet] Understanding root crops

[image: Bullet] Mastering leafy crops

[image: Bullet] Succeeding with brassicas

[image: Bullet] Raising various fruiting veggies



Raised beds turn out to be a great way to grow vegetables. When you provide and maintain a good soil mix and place the beds in a good spot — refer to Part 2 — your plants will prosper. You’ll have more control and raised-bed gardening will be less labor-intensive than in-ground gardening.

This chapter delves into specifics. Different types of veggies have different growth habits and needs, so I provide a section on each of the general kinds: root crops, leafy greens, cole crops/brassicas, and fruiting crops. If you have ambitious plans for all sorts of veggies, then you know what to do — have more raised beds.

A compelling argument for growing vegetable crops in a setup of several raised beds is that crop rotation is easy. Chapter 18 provides details, so I just say here that this practice nurtures various nutrients in the soil and also improves soil stability by alternating between deep-rooted and shallow-rooted plants. Pests are also deterred when you regularly shift their food source.

Also, let me be honest: Having a fresh and varied harvest right out your door, neatly arrayed, for your household and perhaps to sometimes give away, is a special thrill. Begin in spring and continue well into fall. Oh, what a feeling!

[image: Tip] Consider succession planting, that is, sowing or planting the same or similar crops in a staggered schedule — every week or two. This keeps the food coming, rather than being overwhelmed by many things being ready simultaneously. You don’t want to face several dozen ripe heads of lettuce all at once!



Choosing Vegetables

You may get overwhelmed at all the choices of veggies and have trouble winnowing down to a realistic planting plan. Even though other gardening books and articles, not to mention thousands of YouTube videos, are ready to fill your head with all sorts of directions, you can easily get flummoxed.

[image: Tip] Especially for first-timers, don’t let your eyes get bigger than your tummy. Grow what you eat and what you can easily care for. In ensuing years, you can expand and start branching out and trying new-to-you crops and varieties.

My own advice is simple: Start in your kitchen. Thumb through your favorite cookbooks, look inside your refrigerator and pantry, and review your favorite recipes. Make a list of the vegetables you consume the most.

With that want list in hand, do the following:


	Sort. Separate into four main types — roots, leafy, brassicas, and fruiting (by fruiting, I mean plants like tomatoes and peppers, but you can also include other pickables, like green beans).

	Skip ahead in this chapter to each respective section to understand a bit more about what’s involved in growing each kind. Then revisit your list and edit it, adding or subtracting plants as you want.



You can then use this list as you fine-tune your selections with the following sections.


Selecting climate-appropriate crops

Even though you can theoretically grow most any crop you set your sights on, you may need more time and effort for crops that find your summers too short or too hot or too cold. Areas with mild winters open up possibilities to keep going longer. And so on.

The question is simple: How will you know?

A common tack is to find out and heed your USDA Plant Hardiness Zone, the colorful map of which is widely available, including from a quick internet search. The websites of many gardening companies make it super-simple: plug in your postal/Zip code to get your Zone. Then resolve to grow only those vegetables (and other plants) that are suitable for your Zone.

The problem is that most vegetable crops are annuals. Knowing your Zone helps you choose plants that can tolerate your winter’s lowest average temperature — actually, not the information you need most. You’re not really going to overwinter crops for continued production next year. So, who cares what your Zone is, really?

Here are some better ways to determine if you can grow a certain vegetable where you live:


Look around

Walk around your neighborhood, talk with gardening friends and family, and ask yourself the following kinds of questions:


	What vegetables are your neighbors growing successfully?

	What vegetables are prospering in a nearby community or schoolyard garden?

	Which ones appear in abundance at local farmers’ markets and farm stands?





Get local advice

The staff of any reputable, well-stocked, locally owned garden center will be happy to help you. After all, this is their business. They aren’t going to try to sell you things that could fail.

The same goes for regional seed libraries if you find one nearby — an additional benefit of visiting one is that you’ll likely meet experienced gardeners who can answer your questions and guide you to their favorite veggies.

[image: Tip] If you have a Cooperative Extension office in your vicinity, call or email them for savvy, targeted advice.



Observe your seasons

This is so important! Find out how long your growing season is. Three months (approximately 90 days)? Four (approximately 120 days)?

Knowing I’m Zone 6 (in Central New York state), the same as a friend’s place in rural Idaho, wasn’t a big help — not enough information. Her summers are shorter than mine and not humid. Instead, it’s helpful to consider: When is the typical first frost of autumn and the typical last frost of spring? (Then I know how long my growing season really is, for many plants.) When does summer heat arrive and how long does it last? Answers to these questions can serve to point you to plants that should thrive and those that probably won’t do well.

For example, I’ve faced the fact that okra isn’t for me, here; it needs a longer, hotter summer, such as what they have in Louisiana. Sure, I could try, starting the plants indoors early and fussing over them as my summer winds on, but, honestly, why? In this cooler climate, I’m better off being happy with my Brussels sprouts.

[image: Technical stuff] Vegetables are often cast in catalogs and books as “cool-season” or “warm season.” All this means is that they have a preference for when you start and grow them. Here are some examples of each:


	Cool-season: Most root crops, brassicas, and greens.

	Warm-season: Fruiting crops like tomatoes, peppers, and melons.



[image: Warning] Break these rules and you’ll find out — seeds sown or plants planted at the wrong time or in stressful growing conditions struggle or even die.



Check out regional retail suppliers

Smaller regional seed and plant companies are in the know and will be happy to assist you and set you up for success. They know what’s regionally adapted.

I’m not saying to never shop with the mega-national seed companies. Doing so just takes more careful reading of their offerings to determine if the plants are appropriate for where you garden. One size doesn’t fit all.




Selecting specifically for raised beds

As a general rule, any vegetable you want to grow in a regular in-ground vegetable garden can also be grown in a raised bed — provided you’re able to offer sufficient space or elbow room. Really big and sprawling plants, such as many pumpkin and other squash varieties, and melons, tend to find a smaller raised bed too confining.

In addition to providing sufficient space for plants, here are some other ways to pinpoint suitable plants:


	Choose shorter, more compact growers. If your raised-bed garden is sited where wind and occasional summer storms can toss the plants about, such conditions can wreak havoc (snap off branches and stems, dislodge supports) on taller plants such as vining tomatoes and corn. Bush beans tend to be happier than pole beans in some raised beds for the same reason.

Sure, you can install strong support (cages, stakes) for taller growers in your raised beds, and you should. Or you can instead make life easier for you and your crops by selecting at the outset any variety described as “short and stout,” “dwarf,” or having a “compact growth habit.”

[image: Remember] Seed companies often designate more compact, smaller-size varieties as “patio” or “container-friendly.” These babies might be for you.


	Avoid or limit greedy feeders. Some veggies require lots of nutrients to grow well, form, and mature their harvest. You may find yourself constantly attending to soil improvement and fertilizing in order to meet their needs, and if other less-demanding plants are in the same bed, they may get out-competed. These greedy feeders include cucumbers, tomatoes, and melons (including watermelons) in particular, but also brassicas (such as broccoli and cauliflower) and corn.

	Grow veggies that need frequent picking. In-ground, harvesting these veggies involves a lot of bending over or on-the-ground kneeling, whereas (depending on your raised bed’s height) grabbing them out of a raised bed is easier on the body, especially your back. Examples include green beans, lettuce, and other salad greens.

	Raise warm-soil lovers. Certain vegetables really relish the fact that raised beds warm up earlier in the spring. Examples: lettuce and salad greens, corn.

	Favor plants that need excellent or special soil. Carrots love raised beds that are filled with soft, sifted organic soil lacking in rocks and clods, which encourages them to form straighter, thicker roots. This is actually true of other root crops as well — check out the upcoming section.





Selecting good varieties

A lot of the fun of vegetable gardening is choosing varieties. You may be drawn to ones you’ve heard of or eaten and enjoyed, such as ‘Sugar Ann’ sugar snap/edible-podded peas or ‘Butter and Sugar’ corn. You may, like me, be susceptible to fun or clever names (an heirloom tomato called ‘Mortgage Lifter’ has a great story behind it, which you can guess; a new hybrid tomato called ‘Cherry Bomb’ sounds delish, and so on).

The following are sensible, practical guidelines to follow when shopping for varieties:


Look at the days-to-maturity figure

A days-to-maturity number is on the seed packet as well as in written descriptions. Read carefully: Is it from sowing or from transplanting? Put that number up against what you discovered about approximate the length of your growing season (refer to the section “Observe your seasons” earlier in this chapter).

[image: Remember] You can grow something that exceeds your summer’s growing-season length. Start seeds indoors early, in late winter, or early spring. And protect your plants from frost in fall, such as by covering. (Chapter 4 offers some season-extending tricks tailored to raised beds.)



Check for a general harvesting sense

Very often, vegetable varieties are flagged on a tag or seed packet, or in a catalog description as “early,” “midseason,” or “late.” Even without a specific number, such a designation is clearly helpful.



Select disease- and pest-resistant varieties

Other gardeners and Cooperative Extension agents are glad to share the names of varieties they know are winners locally. In particular, you’re looking to avoid ones that are susceptible to pests or diseases known to be an issue in your area.

[image: Tip] Pests that trouble vegetables in in-ground gardens still show up in raised beds. Honestly, your first and best defense is choosing resistant types and varieties, and for that a local recommendation is key. (Chapter 16 addresses garden pests.)



Experiment

If, after reviewing what you’ve discovered about your growing season and any regional issues, you think a variety ought to work out, even if nobody else has mentioned it, give it a try. There are so many, many vegetable varieties, old classics and interesting newcomers and everything in between.

Just don’t put all your eggs in one basket by growing one untested variety exclusively. But certainly make space for something that calls to you!





Raising Root Crops in Raised Beds

Root crops prosper in a raised-bed environment. Here I discuss what you need to know to succeed with them.


Eyeing why raised beds are good choices

Growing root crops in raised beds is compelling for many reasons, chief among them being that you can give those roots the fertile, loose, rock- and clump-free soil they love best and in depth. Then their roots can develop robustly, unimpeded by obstacles.

Here are compelling reasons to grow root crops in a raised-bed environment:


	They’re easy to grow. After they’re planted and growing, root crops motor along and are, for the most part, flexible about harvest (unlike, say, tomatoes that may ripen and fall and rot before you get around to picking them). You can harvest and enjoy root crops over a longer period. Some can even be left in the bed as cooler weather arrives, which is a catalyst for starch converting to sugar and thus actually sweetens their flavor (parsnips, carrots, turnips, and rutabagas all respond that way).

	They play well with others. Root crops aren’t all in the same family. This has a positive side: You can grow them in the same bed without fretting that all the nutrients or elements are being hogged or all the same vexing diseases or pests are being drawn there.

	You may notice them better. You can keep an eye on them. The taller your raised beds are, the more growing plants command your field of vision and are on your mind.





Examining special needs of root crops

Root plants aren’t all in the same plant family. For example, potatoes are related to tomatoes; radishes are kin to broccoli. That said, root veggies do have some shared general preferences:


	Soil mix: Loose and fertile is ideal. The sweet spot is a well-draining (not dense or heavy) mix that is high in organic matter, with a desirable crumbly texture, and full of diverse nutrients. Flip to Chapter 8 for details and advice on this important topic.

	Space: Consider the domain of an individual plant; picture it as a circle in your raised bed. Root-crop domains shouldn’t overlap or they’ll compete, and usually nobody wins in that scenario.

	Fertilizer/nutrients: Root crops need potassium and phosphorus in their plant food, organic or otherwise (nitrogen must be downplayed because it encourages foliage growth to the detriment of root development — a tough call if you love beet greens, I admit!). Check Chapter 15 for a rundown of your fertilizer options.

	Water: Root crops may develop with inconsistent watering or dry spells, but you’re growing for flavor and perhaps also looks. Therefore, be sure to keep their soil mix consistently moist if rainfall doesn’t do it naturally. This is especially important to be aware of in raised beds because they dry out faster than you might think!



[image: Warning] Crop rotation is critical when growing root crops because it avoids perpetuating common pests and diseases and allows depleted soil mix to recover. In raised bed gardening, that means you shouldn’t grow the same root crops in the same bed year after year. Instead — looking through this chapter at other crops and reviewing Chapter 18 — you should move them along to a new-to-them bed, replenish the mix they occupied, and plant something completely different next season.



Identifying popular root crops

Here I explain some useful details about growing specific plants in raised beds (Chapter 17 includes some good harvesting info, including, for some, how to dry and cure before consuming or storing, so I don’t repeat it here):


	Beets: Sow seed about 2 inches apart. Start in early spring and sow more every two or three weeks if you want (last sowing should be a month or more before first fall frost). Harvest the roots after 50 to 90 days.

	Carrots: Start with seeds and be patient; they may not come up for a couple of weeks. Thin to about 3 inches apart. Start in early spring and again in late summer; midsummer may be too hot. Harvest the roots after 70 to 80 days.

	Garlic: In fall, create long furrows with a trowel and plunk individual cloves (pointy side up) about 2 inches deep and about 4 inches apart. Let them go through at least six weeks of chilly winter, care for them through the spring months, then harvest the following midsummer (approximately eight months later).

	Onions: For the familiar bulb types, know that they’re daylength-sensitive; you must match the variety to your area’s daylength in midsummer or you may be disappointed by a harvest of little guys. Short-day onions are for milder climates; northern gardeners should grow long-day types. If you buy seed or bulbs locally, they should be the right kind, and they’ll come with the depth and spacing information.

Growing from seed can take four to six months, depending on the variety, while growing from sets (small onions ready to grow) is easier and gives a harvest in about three or four months.


	Parsnips: Plant seeds in early spring no more than a half-inch deep and thin to 3 to 6 inches apart. They’re slow to germinate and slow to mature (about four months). Harvest in fall, after a frost for a sweeter flavor.

	Potatoes: Grow from starts (pieces with growing eyes), in cool early spring, about 8 inches apart. Harvest is ready in about 2½ to 4 months, when foliage yellows. Full sun is really important; if they’re shaded by adjacent plants, they get lanky and devote more energy to aboveground leafy growth than the roots you want. All this, to my mind, argues for giving potatoes an entire raised bed to themselves. Check out the color insert for a photo; notice how the plants really fill the bed.

	Radishes: The quickest, easiest root crop is the radish, which likes cool weather best. Sow seeds a half-inch deep and thin to an inch apart. Start in early spring and plant again every week or two for an ongoing supply. Don’t leave them in the bed too long because they will lose quality (split, become pithy, lose flavor, and/or bolt). They’re ready to eat in 25 to 30 days. They don’t love hot weather.

	Rutabagas and turnips: Sow about a half-inch deep and thin to 4 to 6 inches apart. Rutabagas are mature in 80 to 100 days; turnips, generally being smaller, should be ready faster, in 30 to 60 days.

	Sweet potatoes: These take between three to four months to mature and relish heat and full sun during this time. And yet, you can’t plant the slips (small, rooted pieces) until danger of frost is past. Set them about 6 inches deep and about a foot apart. They’re a vining plant, so lots of space is needed; like potatoes, it’s probably best to give them their very own raised bed. (Note: Some gardeners rave about results from growing them in fabric raised beds; see Chapter 3 for information about fabric beds.)






Raising Salad Greens in Raised Beds

Growing greens for salads in raised beds is simple, and for that reason many people start right here. It’s not quite “sow and go,” but getting good crops is certainly straightforward and rewarding. Here’s a closer look at what you need to know in order for them to thrive:


Understanding why greens do well

Greens germinate and grow quickly and should be harvested often, which can inspire them to produce more. Alternatively, you can sow more seeds in succession (a week or two apart) to keep the homegrown salads coming. Two things to bear in mind, though:


	Bolting alert: Under duress, these plants bolt, that is, send up a flower stalk and go to seed. They simply aren’t fans of hot weather and blazing sun. When they bolt, the plant has diverted its energy and the remaining leaves become a production and flavor disappointment, turning tough and bitter. Time to yank them out and toss in the compost pile!

	Timing alert: Salad greens are best sown in spring and fall, the cooler shoulder seasons. You can extend into warmer weather and avoid bolting if you can provide the little plants with some sheltering, cooling shade — such as under shade cloth or a temporary umbrella or beach chair.



Alternatively, you can plant salad greens north of other crops in the same bed (for example, at the feet of or behind beans or tomatoes or tall herbs). Experiment until you get the hang of it, because you want everything in the bed to do well and not compete or crowd one another.

[image: Tip] If perhaps you’ve been lamenting that you don’t have a lot of full sun for your raised beds, these are the plants for you. The leaves are the goal, and leafy harvests don’t need a ton of sun to ripen anything (like, say, the developing fruits of melons or tomatoes). Embrace the opportunity to supply amazing salads.



Examining the special needs of salad greens

Salad greens aren’t fussy. However, you must give them the basics. Here’s the list:


	Soil mix: No special secrets here, just fill the bed with an organically rich mix as I describe in Chapter 8.

	Nutrients and fertilizer: All are good and needed, but nitrogen above all benefits leaf growth and therefore should be ample in the bed where salad greens are grown. Having a good mix in the bed may be sufficient, especially if you habitually top dress with organic mulch (see Chapter 15).

But you can certainly also supplement these crops, ideally while watering, with a nitrogen-rich plant food. This can be a balanced commercial fertilizer (N is the first number) such as 10-10-10 or even 12-0-0. Organic nitrogen-rich fertilizers include those made from seaweed or kelp.


	Water: Many salad greens aren’t husky plants, nor do they have deep root systems. Given the fact that raised beds dry out, regular and consistent watering is critical to keep them healthy, productive, and thriving. Otherwise their flavor and texture goes bad (they get bitter, and they get tough or wilt). Frequent light waterings are best. I favor visiting daily with a watering can.





Naming popular salad-green crops

You can grow individual heads of lettuce, sow mesclun mixes, or raise favorite individual greens. In all cases, they’re vitamin-rich and offer important health benefits. Plus, there’s nothing better than picking only what you need, when you need it — nice and fresh! Young plants have the nicest flavor, so don’t hold back. Remember to succession-sow (plant at regular intervals) every two or three weeks for ongoing harvests.

[image: Tip] For best results in warmer areas or times of year, look for varieties touted as “slow to bolt” or “heat-tolerant” to improve your chances of a good harvest.

You literally have hundreds of options, but here is some basic information on popular favorites (my main advice? Grow all kinds and mix it up!):


	Arugula: Sow shallowly (¼-inch deep) and 1 inch apart, gradually thinning to 4 to 6 inches apart as the plants get bigger. Arugula, also referred to as rocket, may be ready in a mere four weeks.

	Bok choy: Sow (¼-inch deep) and 2 inches apart. Either wait until spring or start indoors and transplant outside after they’re about 3 inches high. It’s ready to eat in about 45 days.

	Butterhead lettuce: Sow (¼-inch deep or even less) and thin them later to 10 to 12 inches apart, because they need space to develop full, plump heads. Harvest starting in about 45 to 60 days.

	Escarole: Sow (barely cover the seeds) and thin to 8 to 12 inches apart so they can reach their full size. Escarole is usually ready in 80 to 90 days.

	Frisee and radicchio: Sow about ¼-inch deep, 2 inches apart. Thin to a foot apart as they grow bigger. They’re ready to harvest anywhere from 45 to 60 days.

	Iceberg lettuce: Sow the seeds ¼ to ½-inch deep, thinning seedlings to a food apart. Harvest may take as little as 70 days, or up to 130, depending on your climate. Note that although it’s enduringly popular, iceberg isn’t as nutritious as darker-green lettuces.

	Romaine lettuce: Sow ¼-inch deep and thin later to 12 to 18 inches apart. In about 70 days, it’ll be harvestable.

	Spinach: Sow a half-inch deep and thin to 6 or more inches apart as the plants fill out. Days to maturity is 40 to 48 days.

	Watercress: Sow about a quarter-inch deep and thin to 4 inches apart. Harvest around 45 days.






Raising Cole Crops in Raised Beds

A lot of familiar vegetables fall under cole crops in the brassica plant family, and all are cool-season crops, best grown in spring and fall. You can get a head start by raising them from seed or buy seedlings locally as available. These plants fill a bed quickly and provide good, healthy eating. Your assignment is to provide them with rich, consistently moist soil plus a protective layer of mulch over their root zones.

Here I delve into how best to raise cole crops in raised beds, including highlighting why they work well in such an environment, how to care for them, and which ones do best.


Exploring why cole crops are ideal for raised beds

Raised beds are great environments for cole crops; they tend to do better there than in-ground gardens for a number of reasons, including:


	The soil mix warms up nicely as spring arrives, which allows you to get going earlier (note that although they are cold-tolerant, baby plants don’t love experiencing a frost). Also the mix retains warmth into fall, too, allowing a longer growing season (ripening plants can tolerate a light fall frost). The upshot? More plants, over a longer period.

	The soil mix drains well, keeping competing weeds at bay.

	Pest and disease damage abates when the plants are healthy and protected.





Examining the special needs of cole crops

You won’t be surprised to find out that cole crops relish an organically rich soil mix and, often, supplemental nutrition in the form of fertilizer in order to provide you with a good harvest.

Note that cabbage, collards, and kale are made up of sturdy edible leaves that need time to mature. Meanwhile, broccoli and cauliflower are literally the flowers of their plants, and Brussels sprouts are actually botanically considered buds; they also take time to reach the stage where you want to harvest and eat them. Raising cole crops requires some patience.

In the interests of avoiding common pests and diseases and allowing the mix in a given bed to recover from a season of brassicas, practice crop rotation (that is, don’t grow these in the same spot year after year). Attend to the following needs:


	Soil mix: A raised-bed mix high in organic matter allows cole crops to thrive and may reduce the need for supplemental feeding.

	Nutrients and fertilizer: Cole crops are considered heavy feeders. In particular, they relish nitrogen, potassium, and calcium, plus a smattering of other beneficial micronutrients. You don’t have to overthink these needs, though. Just provide a balanced fertilizer at planting time and supplement with a high-nitrogen one once they are established, every couple of weeks as they grow. I discuss fertilizer in more detail in Chapter 15.

	Water: Regular watering not only sustains and nurtures your developing plants, but it also helps them use water-soluble fertilizer. Deliver water at ground level so it goes right to the roots and doesn’t linger on the plants, which can encourage disease. Your harvest will be more attractive and tastier if watering is consistent (never let plants dry out between waterings).





Identifying the best cole crops

Cole crops are cool-season plants. Plant so that the crops will be able to mature in the cooler weather of spring or fall (avoid the heat of summer).

[image: Remember] Because they tend to be hefty plants, heed information on their projected size. Avoid crowding them; give them sufficient space. Don’t be fooled by how small they are as seedlings. Smaller raised beds might only be able to hold a half-dozen plants. Here are my faves:


	Broccoli and cauliflower: From seed to harvestable heads can take anywhere from 45 to 100 days, depending on the variety you grow and your climate. Follow the directions on the seed packet regarding planting depth, thinning, and ultimate space requirements.

	Brussels sprouts and cabbage: Sow seeds ¼- to ½-inch deep, and thin to a foot or more apart as they get going. Days to maturity varies from 80 to 110 days for Brussels sprouts and 45 to 100 days for cabbage.

	Collard greens: These plants thrive in the well-drained soil mix of a raised bed. To raise from seed, get started indoors 6 to 8 weeks before your last frost; for a fall crop, sow 6 to 8 weeks before your first fall frost. The leaves are ready 60 to 75 days later. Note that these plants, in milder climates (think Zones 8 to 11), become perennial and can give you crops for two or more seasons.

	Kale: Sow or plant seedlings a few weeks before your last spring frost. Thin to 1 to 2 feet apart. Start picking in 50 to 95 days, depending on the variety; young, tender leaves can be harvested even earlier if you like.

	Swiss chard: Sow seeds about a half-inch deep and thin to 8 to 12 inches apart; you can get started two or three weeks before your last spring frost. The leaves are ready between 40 and 60 days, though you can help yourself to baby greens. Taking outer leaves inspires the plant to keep producing (termed cut and come again harvesting).






Raising Fruiting Crops in Raised Beds

Admittedly this section is rather vaguely defined, meant to include popular and beloved vegetables that I don’t already discuss in this chapter. Here I present the plant families of tomatoes and their relatives, cucurbits (squashes and relatives) and legumes (beans). For purposes of crop rotation, assuming you have enough raised beds and the inclination — you don’t have to — group them by their family; refer to Chapter 18 for more details.

Common to all of these, though, is the fact that they need to grow to a certain size before generating flowers, which then must get pollinated before harvestable food appears and starts to mature. It’s not tricky but do review the following information to orient yourself.


Examining the special needs of fruiting veggies

Plants grown not for their leaves, but for the fruit that follows flowering and pollination, share these basic requirements:


	Soil mix: Fill the bed with organically rich soil that drains well, and they’ll all be happy.

	Nutrients and fertilizer: These crops are grown for their fruits, whether tomatoes or beans or squash; giving the growing plants regular doses of a balanced fertilizer certainly provides a boost, higher phosphorus in particular being helpful in the early days, and higher potassium during the development of the fruit.

	Water: Perhaps nothing is more important to these types of veggies than regular, consistent water. Be faithful! And apply mulch to help keep moisture in the soil mix. (I describe the many benefits of mulch in Chapter 15.)



[image: Technical stuff] No pollination, no fruit! Some of these crops are technically self-pollinating, relying on summer breezes or a gardener coming by and shaking the plant so the pollen disperses (tomato and bean families, okra). Others really need bees and other insect pollinators (cucumbers, squash). The pollination ultimately may depend on a combination of these factors. Without getting too technical, I just want to assure you that if you build raised beds and especially if you organically, without pesticides, pollination will occur.



Considering common fruiting veggies

Due to a wide range of types and cultivars, not to mention growing conditions, it’s hard to generalize. Scan the following basic information but also follow the directions on seed packets or the tags tucked into seedling pots:


	Beans and relatives (legume family): Plant these larger seeds an inch or so deep after danger of frost is past, later thinning to a few inches apart. Bush and pole beans alike mature between 50 and 75 days; beans for drying obviously take longer, between 80 and 120 days.

	Cucumbers (a cucurbit family member): Cucumbers are easy to grow in raised beds but remember that they don’t like cool weather. Whether started early indoors or sown directly into the raised bed (½- to 1-inch deep), or grown from seedlings, these typically need 50 to 70 days to mature. They also appreciate the support of a trellis, best installed early to avoid disturbing maturing plants and root systems.

There are different kinds of cucumber plants. Gynoecious (abundant female flowers) and parthenocarpic (self-fruiting) ones are highly productive. Old-fashioned heirloom varieties rely on pollinators to produce an ongoing harvest. Read catalog or packet descriptions carefully so you get what you prefer.


	Eggplants (tomato family): Eggplants like it warm. Cool weather and short summers are challenging. That said, you can start seeds indoors up to two months before warm spring days arrive; sow ¼-inch deep, provide warmth, thin to several inches apart. Days to maturity varies, between 55 and 90 days.

	Okra (mallow family): Hot, sunny weather is a must. Sow seeds an inch deep and thin to about a foot or two apart later. Days to maturity is 59 to 70 days.

	Peppers and hot peppers (tomato family): They aren’t hard to start from seed indoors in spring, earlier than you’d start tomatoes, but don’t move out to the bed until danger of frost is past. Or you can direct-sow. Either way, place seeds ¼- to ½-inch deep (wear gloves if planting hot-pepper seeds). After they’re in the bed, the plants should be a foot or more apart. Days to maturity varies; bell peppers tend to take 65 to 85 days, whereas hot peppers can take 90 to 150 days, if your growing season is long enough.

	Pumpkins, squash, zucchini (closely related, also called cucurbits): These plants need a lot of space in which to spread out, which argues for giving them large beds to themselves. Alternatively, seek out varieties described as “compact.” Get a head start by sowing seeds indoors a month or so before your last frost (an inch deep) and only putting seedlings in the bed after the last frost. Days to maturity varies from 40 to 55 days for zucchini and yellow squash to 90 to 120 days for pumpkins.

	Tomatoes: You have so many choices! You can break them down into two main types:


	Determinate or bush tomatoes fit well in raised beds.

	Indeterminate or vining ones sprawl, take up more space, and need support.



Vining cherry and grape tomatoes appreciate support; there are also bush varieties of small-fruited tomatoes if you’d prefer. Grow from seed or purchase seedlings, but don’t put out in the bed till danger of frost is past, and harvest before fall frost. Days to maturity varies greatly, so just follow the information on the packet or plant tag.






LOOKING AT PERENNIAL VEGETABLES

You can leave a few crops in the raised bed over the winter months (in cold climates, under wraps, or at least under a cover of mulch) and enjoy the following year and beyond. These are the perennial crops. You need time and patience if you decide to grow them. They need lots of space, organically rich mix, and full sun. Growing them in raised beds segregates them from other, competing plants and allows them to thrive.

Here are the stars:


	Artichoke: Be forewarned: these are big plants, able to occupy around 5 square feet. Sow seed up to two months before last spring frost, then put out in the bed; harvest in 8 to 14 weeks.

	Asparagus: Starting asparagus from seed is an ambitious, long-term project; look up details if you’re curious. Otherwise buy male starts (they produce fatter stalks). Don’t harvest the first season or two so the plants can bulk up.

	Horseradish: It’s raised for its long, white, tapered root that is prized for its sharp, mustardy flavor, and made into a condiment (grate the root, add vinegar). In its second year of growth, the plant sends up 2- to 3-feet high stems with small white flowers, Leaves are long-stalked. Grow from root cuttings, placed at least a foot apart and 12- to 15-inches deep. Rich soil is best.

	Rhubarb: Buy crowns and put them on 3-foot centers, at least. Wait a year or two to start harvesting and avoid taking more than a third of the stalks in any given year so the plant can recover and continue producing.










Chapter 11

Growing Flowers


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Understanding appealing annuals

[image: Bullet] Considering suitable perennials

[image: Bullet] Installing flowering bulbs

[image: Bullet] Growing roses and other smaller shrubby bloomers in raised beds

[image: Bullet] Planning pollinator beds



Many people often think of raised beds in the practical terms of raising food crops. But, why not grow some flowers? You get welcome color, at least. You may also enjoy a steady supply of homegrown bouquets. Isn’t that also practical, come to think of it?

Elevating flowers in raised beds is a treat for them, too. They get good, well-drained soil mix, sufficient sun, a prominent, attention-grabbing spot, and perhaps a longer growing season to boot. In return, they’ll reward you with abundant blossoms.

Generally speaking, flowers come in four forms: annuals, perennials, bulbs, and shrubs. I discuss each in turn so you can consider your options and envision the possibilities in your own climate and yard. Additionally, because concern for pollinators and endangered butterflies is often in the news these days, I include a section on creating a raised-bed environment to entice and nurture them.



Contemplating Annuals

Bring on the reliable color! Annuals are plants that live for one season. They grow quickly, put on a spectacular flower show for up to several months, and then expire.

Annual flowers come in all shapes and sizes, from the low-growing, frothy white or pink alyssum to the tall, waving patches of cosmos. There’s no reason they can’t thrive in a raised bed — they’re well-suited to the this-season-only mode of most raised beds.

These sections discuss the two general kinds of annuals, and having this information can help you choose wisely: cool-season and warm-season. Lists of suggestions are ahead, not exhaustive but certainly enough to inspire you and get you started. I favor plants that don’t get too tall or rangy.

Note that some of the following reseed, which means that you’ll have them again next year unless you clean out the bed completely and replenish the soil mix.

[image: Tip] Some overlap in bloom time between cool- and warm-season annuals exists, so if you orchestrate your plantings just right, you may never be without blooms.


Recognizing some cool-season options

Cool-season annuals thrive in spring and autumn. The best time to plant is either in early spring or late summer while the weather is on the cool side. When the days get hotter and longer, most cool-season annuals slow down and cease blooming. At that time, you can pull them and put in some other plants of your choosing, although they may live a while longer if you choose to leave them. In mild-winter climates, those planted in late summer may continue to bloom through the winter months. Generally speaking, cool-season annuals are able to withstand mild frosts.

Here are my suggestions for cool-season annuals for your raised beds. Full sun or light shade suits them all, which I assume you have due to the considered placement of your raised beds, per Chapter 5:


	California poppy: The much-loved California wildflower is easily grown from seed and reseeds readily. California poppies bloom mostly in shades of yellow and orange (sometimes white); hybridizers have been fooling with this species in recent years and now you can find bicolors and fluffier ones (more petals per flower).

	Geranium: Geraniums have huge clusters of white, pink, red, purple, orange, or bicolored flowers in spring and summer. Some have variegated leaves, which adds interest. These old-time favorites are often used as perennials in mild-winter climates.

	Nasturtium: This is a sprawling annual with neat round leaves and orange, yellow, pink, cream, or red flowers. Cheerful, bright nasturtiums are easy to grow from seed.

	Pansy and viola: The adorable flowers often resemble colorful little faces. These annuals bloom in almost every single color and multicolor except green. Pansies have slightly larger (but fewer) blooms than violas. Both feature neat, compact plants. Pansies and violas can be grown from seed, but they’re usually started from transplants.

	Pot marigold/calendula: They’re easy-to-grow annuals with yellow or orange (or sometimes white) daisy-like flowers. They also make nice cut flowers. Plant from seed or use transplants.

	Primrose: Primrose is technically a perennial in mild climates, but it’s usually grown as an annual. Hybrid ones have brightly colored flower clusters atop straight stems. Many colors are available to choose from, including mixes. Start with transplants.

	Snapdragon: Snapdragons have wonderfully colorful spikes of white, yellow, orange, red, purple, and multihued flowers. The common name comes from the hinged blossom, which opens and shuts like tiny jaws when squeezed on the sides; it’s fun to do if you have a child visiting your garden (or even if you don’t). Easy from transplants (already-growing plants). Gardeners in milder climates may discover that their snapdragons make it through the winter and live to bloom again; technically they’re tender perennials.

	Stock: One of the most deliciously fragrant annuals, with intense, spicy scents, the stock’s flower spikes in shades of white, pink, purple, and red. Stocks are best started from transplants.

	Sweet alyssum: This ground-hugging annual covers itself with tiny, bright white, purple, or pink blooms. Alyssum flowers best in cooler weather and is quite hardy, but it often blooms into summer, too. Alyssum is one of the finest edging and container plants. Easy to grow from seed and reseeds readily.

	Sweet peas: This much-loved annual vining plant has intensely fragrant blooms. Sweet peas come in single colors and multicolors — almost every hue except true blue and green. Sweet peas make a wonderful cut flower. Most varieties need a trellis for support, although bushier, low-growing types, such as ‘Little Sweetheart,’ don’t need supports.





Going with some warm-season favorites

These annuals prefer the hot months of summer. Planted after the last frost in spring, they grow quickly and bloom when the weather has heated up. They usually continue to flower until the first frost in autumn, but because they bloom poorly in cool weather, yank and discard them before a frost does them in.

I assume you’ve sited your raised beds in full or partial sun, which is fine for all of these. However I also include a couple that you can grow in a shaded raised bed, which you might do if a shady area in your yard has poor soil and you still want garden color there.


	Bedding begonia: This is a versatile annual that is most useful in shade (although some types can take more sun). The flowers of bedding begonias come in shades of white, pink, and red. Red-flowering ones, which can take more sun, have bronzy-red leaves. Bedding begonias are best started from transplants (because the seeds are so tiny and hard to handle; leave this task to the professionals).

	Cosmos: Cosmos are bright green, airy plants with a brilliant bloom of white, pink, lavender, purple, or bicolored daisy-like flowers. Most types grow tall but dwarf varieties stay more compact. They’re easy to grow from seed or transplants, and the plants reseed.

	Flowering tobacco/nicotiana: They’re small, tubular, sweetly scented blooms in shades of white, pink, red, and purple. They can be grown from seed or from transplants.

	Lobelia: This one is a low-growing (and often spreading) plant covered in deep to light blue blooms. Few blues are as bright as those of lobelia, but white- and pink-flowering forms are also available. They can be grown from seed but are more easily started from transplants.

	Madagascar periwinkle: Also known as annual vinca, these cheery plants are workhorses in the summer landscape. Compact with deep green leaves, Madagascar periwinkles produce an abundance of white, pink, red, or lavender blooms that often have a pink or white spot in the center. They take some shade. You may grow them from seed, though transplants are easier.

	Marigold: Marigolds are one of the most popular summer annuals with blooms in sunny shades of yellow, orange, and red. Many varieties are available. Blossoms can be big or small, as can the plants. Plant in full sun. They’re easy to grow from seed (after the danger of frost is past) or transplants (after the danger of frost is past). Because of the strong scent, marigolds are often added to plantings as a natural and pretty insect-pest repellent.

	Million bells: These heavy-flowering, easy-care plants are justly popular. The blooms look like mini petunias and the plants have a trailing habit. The plants can tolerate periods of steamy weather and neglect but look best if their soil is kept evenly moist.

	New Guinea impatiens: These are quite a different kettle of fish compared to the standard shade-garden impatiens. They actually thrive in full sun and have huge flowers in a plethora of colors; butterflies love them! They’re easy and trouble-free.

	Petunia: Petunias are much-loved annuals with single and double, usually trumpet-shaped flowers in a myriad of single and bicolored shades. They’re compact plants; start from transplants.

	Salvia: Bright spikes of color make these plants stand out, whether in shades of red to pink or blue and purple. They’re also gratifyingly easy-going, long-blooming, and healthy.

	Sunflower. The plant breeders have provided gardeners with all kinds of fun and colorful hybrids, including ones that don’t shed pollen all over the place when you pick them for bouquets. For raised beds, I recommend seeking out the shorter-growing dwarf varieties (so you can see and reach them!).

	Verbena: Verbena are brightly colored clusters of white, pink, red, purple, or blue flowers on low-growing, spreading plants. They’re easiest to start from transplants.

	Zinnia: A cut-flower lover’s dream, zinnias come in a huge range of flower colors (except blue), flower shapes and sizes, and plant heights. Small types may be better for raised beds. They’re easy to grow from seed (sown directly after danger of frost is past) or transplants.






Going with Perennials

Although perennials are traditionally in-ground plants, in flower borders, and in larger beds, a raised bed can also be a good home for them, with a few caveats. Try them if:


	You’re willing to leave them in place. No yanking and swapping them out year after year (that’s for annual flowers). Let them establish and grow.

	Your risk is low. If your climate has cold winters, the soil mix in a raised bed can freeze, which harms or kills more tender perennials (they’d be safer growing in the ground, with their root systems less exposed). Gardeners in milder climates can raise perennials in raised beds with less worry.

	They’re not too big. Bulky and tall perennials in elevated raised beds don’t always work. They may need staking, plus you may not be able to view the full plant after a few years of growth, perhaps diminishing your pleasure in their form and color and also maybe inhibiting your attention to how they’re faring. Shorter raised beds won’t have this problem, but they may not offer enough space (depth) for maturing root systems.



[image: Tip] Keep it simple. Devote an entire bed (or several, if you want) to perennials, rather than mixing them with other plants such as veggies and annuals, simply because those other plants are short-lived. You may decide that going in at season’s end and only removing some plants and sparing others is kind of a pain. A raised bed devoted to perennials becomes a nice, controlled-conditions perennial border.

In general, I encourage you to look for perennial cultivars and varieties that are billed as “compact” or “dwarf” so raised-bed life isn’t too confining. Those that have a lower-growing or spilling habit are nice for softening the edges of raised beds.

[image: Remember] Although I provide hardiness-zone information in the following sections with each plant, take it with a grain of salt, because raised beds are more cold-sensitive over the winter than in-ground gardens for these plants due to their exposed sides. If you’re worried about a perennial making it through, lay down a thick blanket of mulch over the bed in late fall. (You can find mulch advice in Chapter 15.)

[image: Technical stuff] Here’s a quick explanation of hardiness zones. These are North American climatic zones codified and issued on a color-coded map by the U.S. Department of Agriculture every few years (easily found online or in gardening reference books and plant catalogs). Your hardiness zone is calibrated to the lowest average winter temperature. Thus, a perennial plant identified as “hardy to Zone 6” means it should make it through a Zone 6 winter, where these days the average lowest winter temperature could be 0 to minus 10 degrees F. The zones are sometimes further split into “a” (somewhat colder) and “b” (somewhat warmer), so you may see a plant touted as “hardy to USDA Zone 6a.”


Identifying some spring perennials for raised beds

Here’s a handful of top spring-blooming choices:


	Basket-of-gold: Brilliant gold blooms cover the spreading gray foliage in spring. The plant also withstands drought. Hardy to Zone 3.

	Candytuft: This perennial forms tidy mounds or mats of thin, glossy leaves that look good before, during, and after blooming. The small lacy flower clusters are terrific. Hardy in Zones 3 to 9.

	Creeping phlox: Spreading and mat-forming, this stalwart is a springtime classic in cooler climates where it thrives and can keep spring bulbs company. It does fine in sun or partial shade alike but prefers moist mix. Flowers are white, pink, magenta, or purple. Hardy in Zones 5 to 9.





Considering summer perennials for raised beds

These are excellent summer-bloomers:


	Black-eyed Susan: Truly tough, pretty, and long-blooming, these flowers are yellow with black or brown centers. Dwarf selections are probably best for raised beds. Hardy in Zones 3 to 9.

	Catmint: Perky, light-purple flower spires abound on neat gray-green foliage; bees and other pollinators love them. The plant habit is mounding or bushy and size varies by cultivar. Hardy in Zones 4 to 9.

	Campanula: This plant has perky, bell-shaped blooms, usually in white or shades of blue and purple. For raised beds, the lower-growing, mound-forming ones are best. Hardy in Zones 3 through 8 or 9.

	Columbine: This widely adapted perennial has fernlike foliage and beautiful, spurred flowers (named varieties and mixes often have bigger flowers). Columbine blooms in late spring and early summer in many single colors and multicolors. They’re easy to grow from seed and reseed. Hardy to Zone 3.

	Coneflower: Handsome, dependable, and tough, these are justly popular — with gardeners and pollinators. Plant breeders have created lots of different colors and flower-form variations. They’re hard to resist! Seek out the shorter, more compact-growing selections. Hardy to Zone 3 or 4.

	Coreopsis: They’re easy-to-grow plants known for their sunny yellow, daisy-like flowers borne from spring through summer. They’re available in single or double flowers. Hardy to Zone 5.

	Daylily: These are so prolific and dependable. For raised-bed use, get ones billed as dwarf or they’ll take up too much space. There’s a huge range of colors and forms, most hardy to Zones 3 or 4.

	Dianthus: This lovely family of usually fragrant flowers has spring- and summer-flowering plants. Favorites include Sweet William, which has tight clusters of white, pink, red, purple, and bicolored flowers, and cottage pinks, hybrids that have very fragrant, frilly, rose, pink, white, or bicolored flowers above a tight mat of foliage. Hardy to Zone 3.

	Gaillardia: Handsome, easy-going, and long-blooming, these “Indian blanket” flowers are a bright delight in a bed or in homegrown bouquets. Favor the ones billed as short or dwarf. Hardy in Zones 3 to 9.

	Russian sage: A well-grown plant is a breathtaking sight. It has a shrublike form, with long stems of aromatic leaves that spray upward and outward in all directions from the central crown, each stem laden with lovely small flowers. The leaves are gray-green, and the flowers are lilac-purple — the contrast is beautiful. No pests or diseases to speak of. Zones 4 to 9.

	Yarrow: This is a useful group of easy-care, summer-blooming perennials with ferny gray foliage and tight, upright clusters of yellow, red, or white blooms. Yarrows range in height from low-growing groundcovers to taller plants. Most are hardy to Zone 3.





Adding these fall perennials to your raised beds

Get fall color with these stalwarts:


	Aster: They’re colorful late bloomers with small daisy-like flowers, mostly in shades of blue, purple, pink, red, and white with yellow centers. Most are hardy to Zone 4.

	Fall mum: There are so many types of this diverse, useful group of perennials, often used for temporary color and discarded (actually treated like annuals). You’re probably familiar with the decorative or florist ones, but you may have fun making plantings of others: pom-pom or button, single and semi-double, spoon, quill, anemone, spider, and more. Zones 5 to 9.

	Sedum: ‘Autumn Joy’ and similar ones are widely available. These perennials are fall classics, tough and beautiful. Flower clusters segue from green to shades of pink, red, and purple. For extra impact, look for cultivars that have contrasting colorful fall foliage. For example, ‘Matrona’ has pink-rimmed gray leaves and soft pink flowers. Generally these are hardy in Zones 4 to 9.






Gardening with Bulbs in Raised Beds

Flowering bulbs (and plants that grow from similar chubby but often smaller or flattened-looking roots, such as tubers and corms) relish the plush life of a raised bed. The lack of competition from weeds and other plants, the nice soil, the good drainage … it’s all good.

Turning to raised beds for these flowering beauties is a good idea if:


	Your soil is lousy.

	You want an easy-to-manage display.

	Your yard floods and elevating plants in raised beds seems safest.

	You’re trying to grow bulbs out of their usual climate (Florida and California gardeners trying to grow daffodils, I’m looking at you).



Here I explore the two types of bulbs to consider if they appeal to you as a gardening project: traditional spring-flowering bulbs and the classic summer-to-fall bloomers, gladioli, and dahlias.


Caring for bulbs in raised beds

Planting bulbs in raised beds does require some special care. Keep reading for the details.


Feeding

Supplemental fertilizer is a good idea in the finite world of a raised bed. It pampers the bulbs and makes for traffic-stopping displays.

Bulbs need some nitrogen (N) in their soil, but if you’ve put a good, organically rich mix in the bed, you can check that off your list. They also need phosphorus (P) and potassium (K) for overall health, disease-resistance, good root growth, and improved flowering. Check the N-P-K numbers on the bottle or bag of your fertilizer of choice and, for bulbs, favor the P and K over the N. (I explain fertilizer in Chapter 15.)

Apply at planting time and repeat monthly until they flower, at which time you may stop.

[image: Warning] Don’t overfertilize. Like aspirin, more isn’t better and can harm your bulbs.



Watering

Bulbs struggle or even perish if they dry out, which means that bulbs grown in raised beds have to be tended more carefully than those in the ground. The smaller your raised bed, the more frequently it needs water.

A consistently moist but well-draining mix in a raised bed is ideal for most bulbs. Soggy is bad (bulbs will rot), but that shouldn’t happen in a well-prepared raised bed. Chapter 15 has important watering options.




Flowering in spring

These kinds of bulbs that flower in spring are offered in the fall, and that’s the time to plant them. They need a winter chilling period to develop to the point where they can bloom in spring.

You can raise any of the popular ones in a raised bed: crocuses, daffodils, tulips, hyacinths, and so on. Planting depth varies by size of bulb (or corm or tuber), but a raised bed 8 or more inches deep can surely accommodate this requirement.

[image: Tip] Just want to dip your toe in, start easy? Try ordering a spring-blooming mix or a daffodil assortment from one of the big bulb suppliers in autumn. (Avoid tulips if you aren’t prepared to defend them against squirrels.) Follow the planting instructions; don’t just carelessly toss the contents in the bed. Maybe mulch if your winters are harsh and look forward to what comes up next spring. You could have a real box of color!



Flowering in summer and fall

Growing gladioli, dahlias, lilies, and a host of tropical bulbs in raised beds is a pleasure. Indeed, people who specifically raise these flowers for bouquets for their home or for sale, often favor this option because it’s easy and the plants do so well. You plant these bulbs in spring.

Here are a few additional details:


	The beds must be big enough (tall enough, deep enough) because they stout roots — including corms and tubers — are best planted deeply, certainly more deeply than seeds. A foot of nice soil with the roots planted 4 to 6 inches deep is average. Roots can easily grow downward, and the plants are well-anchored before they breach the soil-mix surface.

	Plant with the sprouting part pointing upward. Don’t make them attempt a U-turn underground.

	Don’t crowd them. Proper planting distance recommendations are available where you buy them; it can vary depending on the plant or variety.

	You may need support, such as a trellis, tomato cage, or stake because the plants grow taller.

	Unless you live in a mild climate (Zone 8, 9, 10, or higher), gladiolas and dahlias in particular can’t overwinter in a raised bed. You must dig them up, let them dry/cure a bit, and store them (perhaps dusting with antifungal powder sold for this purpose if you’re worried about rot). Alternatively, you can treat them like annuals, though to my mind, that’s wasteful and a shame.






Putting in Shrubby Flowering Plants

Shrubs do belong outdoors in the ground, much of the time, I won’t dispute. But what if you have limited space or lousy soil? Then growing them in raised beds becomes appealing. It can be done, and done well.

However, in addition to the standard, oft-repeated instructions to create an organically rich soil mix that drains well, which so many plants appreciate, also follow these guidelines:


	Install deeper/taller raised beds, to allow plentiful space for root growth.

	Seek out varieties that are labeled “compact” or even “dwarf.”

	In colder climates, be prepared to protect them over the winter (covering and/or mulching).



Some to try include the following:


	Compact lilacs

	Miniature and compact-growing rose bushes

	Dwarf azaleas

	Dwarf hydrangeas and dwarf viburnums

	Dwarf weigela

	Potentillas

	Rock roses (Cistus)

	Spireas





Creating a Pollinator-Friendly Raised Bed

Featuring pollinator-friendly flowers is a terrific use of a raised bed. It looks great and, if you build it, they will come. If you have other raised beds, especially ones with vegetable crops, luring pollinators to your yard is a good idea anyway.

In today’s increasingly paved-over residential and urban landscapes, bees and other pollinators are increasingly beleaguered as their habitats and, by extension, food sources dwindle. Small though they may be, insect pollinators are absolutely tied to humanity’s food supply and survival. So dedicating a raised bed to pollinators is worthwhile. Every little bit helps.

Of course you begin with filling the bed with good, fertile, organically rich soil. Plan to water and weed as you would any raised bed planting, stay away from pesticides … and the flowers and their visitors will thrive.

Certain plants are better for this assignment than others. To help you figure out what to grow, I offer criteria and suggestions.


Deciding on plants

Suitable pollinator plants for a raised-bed setting are many, especially if your bed is sited in full sun. The flowers as well as the insects appreciate plentiful light and warmth.

Variety is the spice of life — I suggest planting all sorts of flowers so you attract a range of pollinators. When in doubt, go native! Find out which flowers (annual as well as perennial) are native to your state or region and plant them; you might give your nearest Cooperative Extension Office a call for recommendations.

Here are some plants to consider:


	Alyssum

	Beebalm

	Catmint

	Hyssop

	Marigolds

	Nasturtiums

	Zinnias (the real superstars!)




BUTTERFLY MYTH-BUSTING

Most people love to see butterflies flitting in their garden, but I’m sorry to reveal that they’re actually not pollinators (many moths are). Butterflies tend to love nectar from flowers but aren’t champs at acquiring and moving around pollen. That said, they’re still very welcome. Flowers they love include butterfly bush, coneflower, monarda, and milkweed.



[image: Tip] Flowering herbs (basil, borage, lavender, oregano and marjoram, rosemary, and more) are also great pollinator attractants. You can read more about herbs in the next chapter.



Going with seeds or plants?

What you start with depends on how much time and money you’re willing to invest. Seeds are cheaper, of course, but you need to allow them time to germinate and start growing. Often sowing them is best, especially native flowers, in the fall or late winter ahead of your next-summer growing season.

Seedlings purchased from a nursery get the project going faster, in fact often in time to attract the pollinators in the same growing season.


THE WORD ON WILDFLOWER MIXES

Using a wildflower mix is perhaps the simplest way to fill a raised bed with flowers and coax pollinators to it. However, be careful — regionally adapted plants are best, and some mixes disappoint, instead providing quick-color annuals and grasses that may or may not be native to your area.

The solution is to seek out a regional mix and then follow the directions for sowing and nurturing. You don’t just open the bag, dump it in the raised bed, and depart. Wildflower gardening is gardening — seeds need to be lightly covered, lightly but consistently watered while germinating, and defended from any invading weeds. They don’t, however, need to be fertilized. After they “get their feet under them,” by midseason or so, your work will be mostly done and you can kick back and enjoy them and the insects they attract.








Chapter 12

Growing Herbs


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Tailoring raised beds to herb gardening

[image: Bullet] Caring for the herbs

[image: Bullet] Making it look nice

[image: Bullet] Surveying suitable herbs



Growing herbs in raised beds? Absolutely. It’s easy and gratifying. It’s also practical, because store-bought herbs tend to be expensive, less fresh, and never as tasty. Also, you can grow just enough this way and avoid waste. In this chapter I reveal how to succeed with this project — there are some particularities.

Most people aren’t going to open an apothecary or raise dye plants (but if that interests you, there’s plenty of information on those topics out there for guidance). What motivates most people is the prospect of having fresh seasonings for food and drink, so those are the herbs I consider here.

A significant order of business: When growing herbs, full sun is a must. Although some other plants are forgiving of part or full shade, herbs aren’t, so be sure to set up the bed in an open spot. If you’re contemplating several beds, the same holds.

I begin by explaining what kind of soil to use, then address how to care for herbs in raised beds. I finally list some recommended herbs (with a few growing, harvesting, and use notes) that should thrive in your beds.

[image: Remember] Another plus for herbs confined to a raised bed is that they’re … confined. Some herbs are spreaders and great reseeders, and life in a raised bed turns out to be a good way to keep them in bounds and under control.

Lower raised beds, such as those that are 8 to 12 inches high, are just fine for most herbs. Some herbs, however, form substantial roots or send down long taproots and appreciate being grown in a taller/deeper raised bed. Those include dill, oregano, parsley, and rosemary.



Adapting the Soil Mix

A raised bed with herbs probably should be mostly or all devoted entirely to herbs. Why? Because of the soil mix. As I say throughout this book, filling your raised beds with plentiful organically rich soil is important. However, for the majority of popular herbs, rich soil actually isn’t a good thing. Many are well-adapted to leaner, less fertile, quick-draining soils. If you choose to raise herbs in a raised bed, break the usual rule of using rich soil.

Of course, there are exceptions. Herbs that do fine in regular, organically rich soil mix, perhaps tucked into another bed with veggies and/or flowers, include basil, cilantro, dill, mint, and parsley. To be on the safe side with these, you can grow them in a pot, then sink the pot into the raised bed; no-one will be the wiser, but growth will be restricted to a manageable size.

Here I explain why and how to get the mix right for raising herbs:


Understanding the need for a different soil mix

Growing the majority of herbs in a standard raised-bed mix doesn’t work well because of the following:


	Enriched soil boosts foliage growth to the detriment of the oil content of many herbs (which in turn downgrades their aroma and flavor, a darn shame).

	Moisture-retentive soil causes root rot in many popular herbs.

	Rapid, lush growth isn’t their normal state.



Your best bet is to devote an individual bed or beds to herbs alone. The soil mix should be drier and faster-draining.



Identifying raised-bed mix for herbs

The best soil for the majority of herbs is actually average garden soil, slightly leavened. Add about 25 percent matured compost, well-rotted straw-strewn manure (if you have a farm nearby), shredded dry leaves, or other organic matter. This addition improves drainage and texture without making the mix heavy or dense. You’ll create a good-draining, somewhat drier home for your herbs.

The advantages of this approach are


	Quick-drying sandy garden soil holds water a bit better.

	The mix releases nutrients slowly, which herbs appreciate.



[image: Tip] Plan ahead. Build or install your raised bed in the fall, and put in this mix then. The soil can meld during the winter and be ready for planting with herbs when spring returns.


THE pH “SWEET SPOT”

Fussing with pH is daunting for many gardeners, so here I simplify pH: Most herbs favor a middle range of 6.5 to 7.0, which amounts to only slightly acidic to neutral. Chances are this is the garden soil that most gardeners have anyway.

If you happen to know or discover that, on the other hand, your garden soil is fairly acidic (lower than 6.5), the addition of some dolomitic limestone, wood ashes, or eggshells can bring it up. This is nice for herbs that like it a bit alkaline — that would be lavender, thyme, rosemary, and rue.

If your soil is alkaline by nature (higher than 7.5; think the desert Southwest and southern California), you can lower the soil pH naturally by simply adding more organic matter. For longer-term results, consider adding sulfur or aluminum sulfate. Or you may use acid-based fertilizers like ammonium sulfate.

If you have any doubts about the soil-mix pH of your herb bed:


	Do a soil test (order one from your nearest Cooperative Extension office).

	Don’t use garden soil, instead filling the herb-themed, raised bed with bagged soil mix labeled as pH-neutral.








Caring for Herbs in Raised Beds

Generally speaking, herbs are easy-going and require less effort on the part of the gardener. Perhaps especially so in a raised bed. The following sections provide an overview of their basic needs and how to meet those needs.


Watering: How much is enough

Herbs grown from seed or still small do need regular, shallow watering. After they’re up and growing, many are pretty self-sufficient, even drought-tolerant. That said, don’t let them wilt. Cycles of drying out and getting soaked make for stressed-out, poorly growing herb plants and poorly flavored harvests.

Consistent, moderate watering during the growing season is best — you’ll get the hang of it. Chapter 15 discusses watering.



Fertilizing or not

Unlike vegetable crops and some flowers, you don’t need to fertilize herbs. In particular, too much nitrogen in their soil mix leads to rampant, leafy growth at the expense of flavor and fragrance. Therefore, don’t fertilize at all, or if you sense the need, feed moderately.



Controlling pests

Honestly, most four-legged and insect pests don’t bother herbs much due to their strong scent and flavor. If pests are around, they’re probably much more interested in the other plants in your yard. If you spot insects or tiny eggs in your herb raised bed, they’re likely to be pollinators and beneficial insects and you want to leave those be.

If creatures great or small happen to nibble on your herb plants, I’ve found that there’s usually enough for everyone, animal and human. (A notable exception is slugs on basil, which makes me homicidal; see Chapter 16 for remedies.) If you have any questions about the critters you may spy in your herb raised bed, identify them to know if action is needed. Most likely not!

[image: Warning] Never spray poison (or anything) on herb foliage that you plan to eat — it’s not safe.



Pinching and removing flowers

A great many herbs are valued for their foliage, but the natural life cycle is to sprout, grow up, make flowers (granted, often herb flowers are small and nothing to write home about) and then go to seed. After that happens, not only does leaf production slow or halt, but the foliage flavor may noticeably change.

Here’s what to do and how to do it:


	Prolong the harvest: You can forestall the inevitable and prolong the leafy harvest by pinching off flower buds as they appear. Notice that I said “flower buds,” not flowers. The earlier the better, so the plant hopefully redirects its energy into generating more foliage. This is doable on basil, parsley, and sage — the flowering of thyme and rosemary always get away on me.

	Encourage a bushier growth habit: Herbs that tend to grow lanky can sometimes be compelled to grow bushier by pinching off stem tips (just add these trimmings to salads or other recipes, why not?) — a technique borrowed from houseplant enthusiasts who want to keep their plants in bounds.






Making a Handsome Herb Display

Many herbs become, to be honest, a bit wild and weedy-looking as they mature. Still beautiful to you, but you can take steps to make the herb raised bed attractive to others in your household or neighborhood. Much has been written about herb-garden design, and you can explore as you wish in books or online. Here I offer a few good ideas for your consideration.

And I repeat something I’ve remarked elsewhere in this book, that confining exuberant or unruly plants to a raised bed automatically helps. The bed and its boundaries say “garden” rather than “weed patch” to the untrained eye.


HELPING WITH LAYOUT

Some of the prettiest herb gardens I’ve ever seen turned out to actually be composed of raised beds in a geometric arrangement. It’s the “French kitchen garden look,” or at any rate a garden aspiring to be one. (For inspiration, flip to Chapter 2 for discussion of different layout ideas.)

I have to believe that the idea of formal herb gardens was born out of the recognition that the plants themselves are a bit unruly and exuberant. Making an ordered or geometric layout brings a little order to chaos — it can really look great. You can make a small, lush garden that’s both beautiful and practical. Check the color insert for an inspiring example.




Making it attractive

In the boundaries of a single raised bed, you can scale common tricks and techniques to make it look as nice as possible in a number of ways:


	Create a pattern. With the plants and perhaps also with rocks or decor, make a simple geometric pattern. Just remember that the plants will grow and the pattern might not hold for long, unless you maintain it by snipping and trimming.

	Mix it up. Grow a variety of herbs, some tall, some short, some sprawling, some with pretty flowers.

	Place tall plants in the middle, short all around. This is the standard in perennial borders, and it also works with herbs. You want to be able to see, and reach, everything well.

	Plant around the outer perimeter. Place sprawlers and spillers, like thyme, to the front or sides. Create a border around the inside rim, using shorter, compact plants, such as dwarf lavenders or mini basil.

	Edit as you go. Something taking over or overwhelming plants near it? Chop it back or take it out. (Don’t forget to use what you remove; no sense in wasting it.)





Maintaining your herbs

Within any given bed, to keep it manageable and attractive, visit often to see how the plants are faring. I recommend that you develop good habits:


	Prune and harvest on each visit (prunings, even small ones, are harvests, I say!).

	Remove dead or yellowing growth, on the plants and on the bed’s soil-mix surface.

	Pluck out any weeds and mulch or renew mulch to smother sprouting ones.





Elevating the look with signs and decor

Tuck in some signage, which you can make yourself, or buy in junk shops or on websites like Etsy. “Teri’s Herb Patch” written large is nice, but you could also put in attractive identifying markers for individual types of herbs.

Also a little decor is nice, such as a colorful gazing ball, a small, in-scale statue (Pan or an angel? A jaunty gnome? A durable resin rabbit?), a bright little flag? Have a little fun with the bed.




Touring Favorite Herbs

Here’s a list of herbs that are sure to adapt well to life in a raised bed. This is just a quick overview; of course, there are variations within these, plus many other worthy choices not on this list:


	Basil: Easy to grow and delicious, basil comes in a great many forms and flavor variations; try Thai or cinnamon basil, for instance. Raise from seeds or transplants, and clip or pinch off the unremarkable white flowers as soon as buds appear. Regular harvesting also helps keep the plants compact.

	Borage: The entire plant is edible and has a flavor that’s been compared to cucumbers, making it a nice addition to fresh salads, cold soups, and iced summer beverages. The blue to purple flower clusters attract bees.

	Chives: The slender, thin, hollow leaves have an onion-y kick (they’re related), whereas the pink, globe-shaped flower clusters are both pretty and tasty. Chives doesn’t have a long natural dormant period, so they produce over a long period.

	Dill: As a culinary herb with edible leaves and edible seeds, dill is hard to beat. It grows easily and eagerly, rewards with a delicious harvest, and self-sows. The only criticism is that plants can get big, rangy, and floppy.

	Lavender: Beloved for its delightful, penetrating fragrance, lavenders are a classic choice. If you want to use the harvest, prune either just as the flowers are opening or when they’re completely full. Dry in a hot, dark place such as a garage or attic.

	Mint: Mints are rampant growers in full sun and with moist soil, to the point of being invasive, so confining them to a raised bed is practical. Use the leaves for garnishes, in cold drinks, in salads. Explore the many different kinds!

	Oregano and marjoram: Easy to grow and sprawling, these closely related plants have leaves that can be used fresh or dried. Their pink-to-white flower clusters are a magnet for bees. They spread out and increase their territory via self-sowing over the years.

	Parsley: Garden-fresh parsley is so superior to store-bought that, if you cook with it or use it fresh in salads, you owe it to yourself to grow your own. Very cold-hardy, too.

	Rosemary: In mild climates, rosemary overwinters and grows shrubby, but gardeners everywhere can appreciate and use it in the summertime. The leaves tend to be more fragrant before flowers appear.

	Sage: So many different kinds! The culinary ones are great in many recipes and dry well. Bear in mind that the most aromatic leaves appear before the flowers; pinch back to keep the leaves coming.

	Thyme: Plucked fresh or brought indoors by the bundle to dry in a cool, airy spot, homegrown thyme is delicious. After it forms flowers, though, you may want to back off and let the many bees enjoy the plants.



With experience, you can refine your herb bed to suit your needs and tastes.


HERB PERSONALITIES: ANNUALS, PERENNIALS, AND RESEEDERS

A great many popular herbs are annuals. In most climates except the mildest, they’ll die when cold weather comes, and if you enjoyed them, you’ll have to start over next year. These include basil and summer savory.

Some will die back but reseed. These include borage, chives, cilantro, dill, fennel, marjoram, oregano, and parsley. If you want this to happen, mulch the bed over the winter so the little seeds survive and pull back the covering in the spring so they can sprout. If you don’t want this to happen, clean out and replenish the bed, or try a heavy, smothering winter mulch.

Some are tough enough to be called perennials. In many climates, these include lavender, mint, oregano, parsley (still green after the first snowfall!), rosemary, sage, and possibly fennel, lemon balm, and lemon verbena.







Chapter 13

Growing Fruit Crops


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Discovering suitable fruits and understanding harvest expectations

[image: Bullet] Creating the right bed

[image: Bullet] Looking at care requirements

[image: Bullet] Having reasonable expectations about growth and fruit production



Raising fruit crops in raised beds is admittedly a niche use, but it’s also perfectly doable. And the standard reasons for using raised beds instead of in-ground culture definitely apply. Try this approach if your space is limited, if your soil is lousy, contaminated, or soggy, or if you really want to pamper a plant or two or raise a small, manageable crop.

Any low-growing, bushy, vining, or tree fruit that can be grown successfully in a large container can be grown in a raised bed — after all, a raised bed essentially can be considered a very large, bottomless container, right?

This chapter explains how to proceed. I start with plant selection, because that, at minimum, will dictate the size of the raised bed. I discuss planting, then care, then harvesting. Unlike some raised-bed crops (many vegetables and herbs), growing fruits really isn’t a one-season and then change-your-mind project. Raising fruit this way is a commitment of time, space, and effort. But just imagine the end result: you’ll get to enjoy the fruits of your labors.

[image: Remember] Full-day sun is a must for the health of fruit-producing plants and the development of good crops, so be sure you have such a site before you start.



Identifying Fruits Suitable for Raised Beds

Although I don’t recommend you try to go big with standard blueberry, raspberry, and blackberry plants or regular fruit trees, you may be surprised at how many different fruiting plants can be grown in the finite confines of a raised bed. The key is matching your choice to an adequate-size bed. If you’re inclined to stick with classic 4-feet by 8-feet beds, understand that you won’t be growing lots of plants or bulky plants.

On the other hand, you probably don’t have orchard-size ambitions. You just want to grow enough homegrown fruit to eat and share with those you live with, correct?

You clearly need to choose a plant and a variety that’s suitable for your climate and region and one that’s ideally available locally or for shipping to where you live. Visit a nursery with a good selection of fruiting plants — to take the time to clarify your choice, to get some good advice about how to care for the plant or plants, and to discover what to expect.

Here I take a look at some possibilities, which you then have to measure up against various practical concerns — which I try to address as I go.


Considering low-growers

These plants don’t have deep roots but neither do you want to cramp or crowd them. A bed at least 8 inches deep is good; 12 inches deep would be better yet.


Strawberries

In my opinion, strawberries and raised beds were made for one another! Before you jump into this wonderful and satisfying project, you have to understand two important points about strawberries:


	Strawberry plants are perennials. The bed has to be devoted to them for several years (they do seem to tire out and need replacements after four or five years of production).

	You may get no or limited fruit in the first season, so try to be patient.



Raised beds suit strawberries because you can provide the loose, fertile, well-draining, perhaps slightly acidic soil mix they thrive in. (Chapter 8 has bed-filling details.) You also find they’re easy to keep an eye on, care for, and harvest from a raised bed. A depth/height of 6 to 8 inches works fine. If nibbling pests get interested, especially birds but also maybe mice, voles, or even deer, you can thwart them by covering a bed with protective netting or chicken wire.

Here I discuss the three slightly different kinds of strawberries (who knew, right?) and the best ways to plant and care for them.



Introducing the three types

Although there are three kinds of strawberries, your choices may be limited by what you find in local nurseries and how they’re sold, either as small plants or in bare-root bundles:


	“June-bearers” produce a bountiful crop, usually in late June or early July, depending on where you live (but, not the first year; the first year, you need to — painful though it might be — pinch off their flowers and all those runners so they devote their energies to establishing their root systems).

	“Day-neutral” strawberries produce less but over a longer period throughout the summer.

	“Ever-bearing” make two rounds of crops, early and late summer.



For these latter two, again in their first year, pinch off the flowers for their first two months so the plants can size up, then stop and let them make a late-summer crop.



Planting and caring for strawberries

Plant strawberries about 8 to 10 inches apart; you may fit a few more in if you stagger the rows. Rows should be 4 feet apart or somewhat less, and if that seems like a lot, don’t forget they’ll form runners with daughter plants (baby plants that form on stems off the main mother plant; they’re essentially identical to the main plant) and fill in the spaces between. Plant with care, setting the crowns of the baby plants just above the soil line (too deep and rot is a risk; too shallow, and they can dry out), as shown in Figure 13-1.

Mulch is very important. It helps keep moisture in the soil, regulates soil-temperature fluctuations, prevents weeds, and keeps the developing berries clean. I use an inch or two of … straw (hence their name? it’s a theory!). Straw works well also because it contains no weed seeds. Take care that mulch doesn’t pile up against their crowns, which can lead to rot.

Remember that regular deep watering is much better than occasional light sprinkling. Water in the morning, not the evening. Fertilize during the growing season with a balanced plant food. If you have cold winters, be sure to mulch the bed heavily in late fall.

[image: 3 plants are planted at different depths. Left, crown too low. Right, stem too high. Center, crown slightly above soil.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 13-1: Don’t plant baby strawberry plants too deeply or too shallowly; set the top of the crown just above the soil mix.


[image: Tip] Wondering how many plants to grow? About 10 to 15 per person in your household turns out to be enough for fresh eating plus some surplus for jam-making or freezing.



Cranberries and lingonberries

Actually, raising these groundcovering fruits in a raised bed is ideal. They prosper in a customized soil mix. Fill the bed with a consistently moist, acidic soil mix (add dampened peat moss and/or dry pine needles). The first year is time to grow; good harvests happen in ensuing years.




Growing bush fruits

Even when you track down dwarf, lowbush, half-high, or compact varieties, bush fruit plants are still shrubby and therefore need sufficient space. Bed depth should be 18 to 24 inches or more. Don’t crowd plants in a bed; find out the mature size of your selections and allow for it. That may mean you only grow four or six plants per bed — so be it.

Note that the following plants don’t really hit their stride and give you good harvests for the first few years (take care of them and be patient!):


	Blueberries, haskaps: These need acidic soil mix, which you can buy in bags or make yourself (liberally mix dampened peat moss with a well-draining potting soil). They also need consistent water and should never be allowed to dry out, especially if the days are long and hot and/or windy.

	Currants and gooseberries: Before you get your heart set on these unique fruits (often best turned in to jam, jelly, chutney, or pie because the fresh fruit is so tart), determine if they’re banned in your area. Their genus, Ribes, is what’s considered an “alternate host” for a fungus that harms certain trees, including pines, so some states have outlawed them. Also realize that they do best in colder climates so their buds can obtain necessary chilling while dormant.

All that said, they aren’t hard to grow in fertile, well-drained soil mix and the plants do tolerate some shade and still form fruit.






Adding vining fruits

True, almost by definition, a vining fruit is a space hog, and you can easily conclude that raised-bed culture is off the table. But you can grow them in a raised bed. Track down a compact variety that’s possible to manage. Of course, you’re also going to want one that’s suitable for your climate and one that tastes and looks good! Harvests come in three to five years.

You also have to be prepared to tailor the raised bed to the job. Refer to the section “Creating a Customized Raised Bed” later in this chapter. Here are the best vining plants to grow in a raised bed:


	Grapes: Select a self-fertile variety so that when the vine reaches fruiting size, it will form fruit. Provide organically rich, moist but well-drained soil. Fertilize, and top-dress with compost (distribute an inch or more atop the mix; don’t disturb the developing root systems) according to the recommendations of the nursery where you bought the plants.

Take good care of the plants and nurture/replenish the soil mix. Find out more about training and pruning — all information that’s widely available, although I recommend you seek that advice from the nursery where you bought your plants.


	Hardy kiwi: These plants are dioecious, which means male and female flowers occur on separate plants; the fruit forms on the female vines, but not if there’s no male. You may not be able to tell the difference, but a reputable nursery will know and set you up accordingly with one of each.

These may intertwine over time (like any good marriage). (To be clear, hardy kiwis are grape-size, cold-hardy cousins of the larger ones found in markets.)

As for soil, raised-bed culture allows you to give them exactly what they relish: organically rich, well-drained mix. After they’re established, these plants are easy-going and prolific.






Including tree fruits

Dwarf varieties, obviously, are your best bet and you need to find one that will survive and thrive in your climate. Patronize a local nursery that has a good selection of fruit trees. Be sure to do some research beforehand and get help there so that you choose wisely. Alternatively, search online to find a nursery that specializes in dwarf selections and is willing to ship plants to your area.

Although you can consider all sorts of different fruits, here I highlight my top favorites (you do you!):


	Apples: Apple trees are a lot more fruitful when planted in compatible pairs, for maximum pollination potential and thus a bigger and better harvest. For raising apple trees in (large — see the next section) raised beds, seek out dwarf or very dwarf varieties. You want to plant them near each other, about 8 to 10 feet apart. The nursery where you purchase them can provide information and guidance. A good harvest happens in two to four years.

Training the plants saves space, including a clever and attractive method called a “Belgian fence”; inquire where you buy to see if this is possible for your selections and to get guidance.


	Citrus: Raising certain citrus trees in big containers isn’t unusual or difficult; a raised bed is essentially a very big container. Citrus trees love the good drainage. Again, set your sights on self-fertile dwarf varieties, which are often good producers grafted onto dwarfing rootstock. They’re available for everything from calamondins to key limes to certain navel oranges. Fruiting is good after two or three years of growth.

	Figs: Parthenocarpic fruiting (don’t need pollination) fig trees are commonly raised in large containers, especially in colder climates, where winter protection is needed. They appreciate nutrient-rich, well-drained soil mix; the mix warms up nicely in spring, getting them going. Fruiting won’t be significant until the third year, at least, so hang in there.



[image: Technical stuff] Cross-pollination needed? It turns out that some fruit trees can’t make fruit on their own; they can’t self-pollinate. They require a partner, a pollinator tree, which is another tree of the same type — nearby, so the bees or other helpful insects are willing and able to move the pollen from the flower of one tree to a flower on the other, ideally leading to fruit formation. No wonder closely planted orchards are so prolific.

This fact could limit your ambitions if you’re short on space, or if no potential partner trees are in the vicinity of yours. So ask when you go fruit-tree shopping: “Do I need two? Do you have any self-pollinating varieties?”




Creating a Customized Raised Bed

Fruit plants benefit from ample space and shouldn’t be crammed into small raised beds. If you’re going ahead with this project, build or buy something bigger than what you’d use for veggies, flowers, or herbs. Here are some guidelines:


	Low growers: These flourish in a bed 8 to 12 inches high/deep, and the longer and/or wider you make the bed, the more you can grow.

	Bush fruits: Depending on the type, these root systems need at least 12 inches of space, and 18 to 24 inches isn’t a bad idea. A taller raised bed also elevates the plants so you can see, tend, and harvest with more ease anyway!

	Vining fruits: The bed should be not only sturdy, but tall, 3 feet high/deep at least.

[image: Remember] You have to supply strong support — netting alone won’t do it. Wood, PVC piping, even steel rods are possibilities and best installed at planting time so the work and the materials don’t harm the plants. Then you have to help the plants mount and stay draped over or attached to the support.

In short: prepare a large and modified raised bed for vining fruits. Search online for ideas and instructions; a number of good YouTube videos are worth watching if you want to tackle this project, and the experiences and advice of those enterprising gardeners will be a big help.


	Tree fruits: A raised-bed home for a dwarf or small fruit tree is essentially a very large (bottomless) planter box — 3 to 4 feet tall/deep, at least! Make it wide and long, too, so the plant(s) have space to reach their growth potential. When you go shopping, ask “How big will it get?” Then add an extra foot or two all around for good measure.





Care and Feeding of Fruit Crops

I daresay that any of the fruits I discuss in this chapter are in for a plusher life than one in a commercial orchard or large planting, simply because their care and feeding is manageable and they’re sure to become your pride and joy. These sections examine the basics.


Fertilizing

No matter how nutritious a soil mix you dump into these larger raised beds, your fruit plants will slurp up what they need and deplete it over time.

Top-dressing with rich organic material is, of course, a good thing; do this at the beginning of the growing season and again every few weeks.

Plant food will also be necessary. Different fruits have different requirements in terms of the nutrient balance and frequency of application; find out from whomever sells you the plant(s). Some made especially for fruit growing are beneficial. Slow-release ones are great.

Note that you may be advised not to feed newly planted fruit trees their first year, so they can focus on establishing their root systems.

The general advice, though, is to apply in early spring just as the plants are waking up and budding (before bud break), and again through the growing season until about midsummer.



Watering

Well-drained soil mix is wonderful for fruit crops. However, raised beds dry out faster than in-ground gardens, so keep an eye on them.

Regular, consistent water is especially important when fruit is forming or the harvest may falter or not look and taste as good as it should. An automatic irrigation system is worth considering (see Chapter 15).



Pruning, training, trellising

These maintenance chores and habits vary depending on what you’re growing and where. But you can count on having to do some or all of these things, not just to maintain your fruit plants in good health, and to keep them productive, but also to keep them comfortably in bounds in a raised-bed environment.



Keeping a lookout for pests and diseases

Birds, squirrels, and other small pests can take an interest in developing harvests. Going to all this trouble and waiting several seasons only to lose fruit to these marauders would be annoying (to say the least!). The nursery where you purchased and/or local advisers such as other fruit gardeners or the experts at a nearby Cooperative Extension office can recommend defensive tactics, such as netting, banding, and even sprays.

As for fruit diseases, the best prevention is to start out with resistant varieties — something to discuss at time of purchase, of course. Again, local experts can help you identify and combat common fruit diseases. Just remember that keeping resistant selections in good health goes a long way toward warding off such problems.






Chapter 14

Growing a Mixed Bed


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Leaning toward a varied bed

[image: Bullet] Avoiding the pitfalls of a small bed

[image: Bullet] Considering different planting schemes



Raised beds are a great environment for many plants, a realization that has been growing on you. However, you may be wondering about mixing it up, that is, combining different plants in a single bed. Yes, you can do this, and that’s the subject of this short chapter.

To be clear, I don’t mean filling a bed with various vegetables — that’s a common practice. Nor do I mean planting a bunch of different flowers or an assortment of herbs all in the same bed; that’s also standard operating procedure. I mean really mixing it up — a diverse gathering of vegetables (edibles) among flowers (ornamentals), herbs consorting with veggies, small fruits with herbs or veggies — making a mash-up of everything all together, in an informal way.

Chapter 18 discusses more advanced, coordinated, larger-scale approaches, including crop rotation, succession planting, and companion planting.

So that such a casual-but-hopeful project doesn’t become messy or disappointing, I discuss the approaches that have worked for other gardeners who’ve been down this road before you. Assuming you still want the bed to look good and be productive, I suggest how. I even tuck in a few sample planting plans for your consideration; you can follow or modify these schemes as you see fit.



Contemplating Small-Scale Variety

Think for a moment about what’s motivating you. Perhaps you don’t have a lot of space for multiple raised beds, or you simply don’t have the need for, or the time and energy to attend to, a lot of plants or to deal with a big harvest. Yet you don’t want to grow just one or two things.

Perhaps you just want to dip a toe in, see how you like raised-bed gardening. Or perhaps you just like variety in your gardening life.

[image: Remember] There are no rules, only what grows well for you. Sure, it’ll be trial-and-error — it can be trial-and-error every year, even for very experienced gardeners.

To help you reach a plan, weigh not only what’s possible in a modest-size raised bed and how to avoid rookie mistakes, but also get a handle on your priorities. The following sections sort through all this and should clarify your thinking.


Looking at some examples — The pros and cons

Here I share a few hypothetical examples to help you weigh advantages and disadvantages (whatever strikes a chord will lead you to what to do):


	You plant kale and Swiss chard plus nasturtiums. 

	Pro: You get a varied harvest and tons of color, including bouquets. Check out the image in the color insert — it's a beauty.

	Con: You don’t get very much of any one thing.





	You plant dill or parsley in a vegetable or flowerbed and let the herb plants form flower (and later seed) heads. 

	Pro: These plants attract ladybugs, which eat aphids that may be troubling your other plants. Natural pest control in action!

	Con: They drop their seeds and, unless you do a good fall cleanup, you could have lots of dill or parsley next year.





	You plant a combination of colorful flowers and culinary herbs. 

	Pro: These all attract bees and other pollinators that will also visit and pollinate your veggies or fruit plants. There’s a pretty example in the color insert.

	Con: Growing and soil-mix needs aren’t always a match and, if so, maybe some of the plants won’t prosper, or will get outcompeted.





	You decide to mix salad greens with annual flowers and/or flowering herbs. 

	Pro: The bed gets a boost of color/beauty from the flowers.

	Con: Vigorous and sprawling growers like million bells or oregano start taking over, invading the territory meant for arugula or lettuce. (Marigolds would be a better choice.) Also, taking out the greens/harvesting may be tricky if the other plants intertwine with them; you’ll have to work carefully.





	You want to raise a variety of plants in proximity. 

	Pro: While you’re waiting for the carrots to mature, you get to harvest some chives.

	Con: Not every pairing is happy. Potatoes just don’t play well with geraniums, due to different soil needs (potatoes like organically rich, slightly acidic mix, whereas geraniums prefer a somewhat drier, more alkaline environment).





	You prefer mixing harvestable plants with decorative ones. 

	Pro: How great those jaunty and bright cosmos look among your tomatoes!

	Con: The tomatoes turn out to be thugs, hogging soil moisture and nutrition and elbowing the cosmos aside as they grow ever-bulkier and ever-taller. They also shade out plants in their vicinity, more over time.









Side-stepping pitfalls

Having both grown and observed all sorts of plants in raised beds, I’ve landed on a few general operating principles that may prove helpful to you. Heeding these could save you time and aggravation.

Your growing conditions and climate could give different results from mine, and different varieties of plants vary in their behavior, so I'm just generalizing here. To avoid snags in your raised-bed gardening, try these suggestions:


	Keep it simple. You don’t need to try to grow everything you’ve always wanted in your first year. (Maintain a wish list for future reference.)

	Put the tall plants to the middle and the short stuff all around. Otherwise it becomes hard to see and reach certain plants, especially as they grow bigger. For example, put tomato plants (with cages) in the middle of the bed and salad greens around the outer edges.

	Know which plants go well together and which ones don't. For example, peas and beans don’t do well near onions and garlic, so separate them within a bed or, better, put them in separate beds.

	Avoid planting wispy, slender, or delicate plants next to tall or substantial plants. Not only will the scene look unattractive, but the bigger and taller ones will overpower or obscure the less robust ones.

	Combine root crops with plants that are shallow-rooted. Root crops (such as beets and onions) and herbs that form deep taproots (such as parsley) may compete out of sight under the soil mix. Better to have your root crops share space with something like lettuce or basil.

	Heed spacing recommendations. You can locate this info on seed packets and plant tags. Don’t plant too closely or competition is inevitable.

	Maintain your bed regularly. Keep sprawlers such as oregano and thyme out of a busy bed or constantly rein them in by trimming.





Setting priorities

A good way to help you decide what to grow in a limited space is to figure out what’s most important to you. Here are some considerations:


	Think about your wallet. Save money and raise plants that are typically expensive to buy in the store, such as herbs and lettuce.

	Focus on beauty. If so, plant plenty of flowers in different hues — consider buying a mix.

	Emphasize flavor. Who'd disagree that homegrown tomatoes are arguably the best? Consider carefree, prolific cherry types. Sugar-snap peas are far tastier than the store-bought versions as well.

	Accent consumption. Grow what you eat a lot of.

	Start with easy crops. Growing radishes is a cinch, as are salad greens and many herbs. Peas, beans, and cucumbers are also agreeable plants.

	Maximize space. Trellis some pole beans, cucumbers, and/or sweet peas.

	Delve into multiple crops over time. For example, start with greens, harvest and then remove them, and then plant bell peppers or pot marigolds in their vacated spots.



[image: Remember] Square-foot gardening gets high yields in a small space (refer to Chapter 9).

[image: Remember] There’s always next year! If you’re not happy with how certain plants performed, don’t grow them again; switch to something else.




One Good Mixed Bed: Trying Some Sample Schemes

Suppose your bed is a typical starter-size bed, say 4 feet by 8 feet. Here I give a sample mixed bed to start you off (depending on what you plant, you may be able to put in approximately 24 to 30 plants):


	Greens garden: Lettuce, kale, spinach, arugula, maybe add a few different kinds of herbs

	A taste of Italy: Heirloom or beefsteak tomatoes (with cages that support the plants as well as define their allotted space), eggplant, basil, peppers, onions

	The salad bowl: Tomatoes, carrots, kale, lettuce or mesclun, radishes, nasturtiums — space permitting, maybe some chives

	Easy flowers for cutting: Zinnias, yarrow, snapdragons, cosmos

	Culinary herbs: Basil, oregano, chives, parsley, thyme, sage

	Riot of color: Rainbow Swiss chard, marigolds, tricolor sage, red-leaf lettuce, purple cabbage, orange/yellow bell peppers

	Productive veggies by season:

	Spring: Radishes, spinach

	Summer: Tomatoes, bell peppers, zucchini

	Fall: Garlic





	Salsa bed: Onion, cilantro, hot peppers (such as jalapeno and/or habanero), paste tomatoes

	Tomato heaven: Three different kinds:


	Large beefsteaks

	An heirloom that captures your fancy because of its color or tantalizing flavor reputation

	Cherry, pear, or grape tomatoes



Plant several of each kind and have fun selecting varieties and colors.





DESIGNATE A NURSERY BED

Maybe the best use of a single raised bed isn’t as a garden showpiece or production area. Maybe it can serve as a holding area or temporary nursery. Just consider these ideas:


	For plants you purchased impulsively and aren’t sure yet where they belong in your yard

	For testing a plant to see how you like it or how big it might get

	For plants that are struggling and need a visit to the nursery bed, also known as the sick bay, hopefully to recover

	For a mystery seedling, so you can keep a watchful eye on it and discover its name and personality

	For gift plants — ones you receive or spares you plan to give away once they get a little bigger

	Use a lone bed for surplus or spare soil mix (with compost), which you can scoop out as needed. Just remember to replenish it as organic processes do cause settling and a good soaking rain can also wash some away.









Part 4

Caring for Raised Beds


IN THIS PART …
 

	Master basic care and maintenance routines.

	Cope with and prevent common garden pests — everything from creepy crawlers to pesky critters.

	Harvest your plants efficiently and safely and enjoy the fresh bounty that your beds have to offer.

	Boost productivity in your raised beds.







Chapter 15

Attending to Basic Bed Care


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Watering raised-bed plants efficiently

[image: Bullet] Understanding the many benefits of mulching

[image: Bullet] Considering fertilizing options

[image: Bullet] Exploring soil loss

[image: Bullet] Managing common problems



Whether you’re a beginning gardener or have some experience, I hope you have at least a basic sense of plant care. Care of plants growing in raised beds is somewhat different — and that’s the topic of this chapter.

Plants living in the confines of a raised bed have more in common with potted plants than in-ground gardens. They need more frequent watering (but don’t want to be waterlogged). Also, mulching is super-important; let me convince you! Even with a healthy soil mix (as I explain in Chapter 8), your raised beds will need occasional feeding in the form of fertilizers — natural or inorganic. Also, the soil mix settles and sinks over time, so I reveal how to deal with that. Last but not least, I tuck in some troubleshooting advice.

[image: Remember] Well-cared-for plants are healthy, happy plants, making your life easier and boosting their productivity and beauty. Be a good steward!



Watering: When, How, How Much

The first and most important thing to know is that plants in raised beds dry out faster than those grown in the ground. Why? It’s a finite amount of soil, exposed not only from above but from the sides to drying sunshine and air — when the water is used by the plants, evaporates, or is slurped up by the soil, it’s gone and more is needed.

Water the soil mix, not the plants. After all, the roots are in the soil. Also, avoid dampening their leaves, which can lead to disease.

Be attentive. Don’t let your plants go through stressful cycles of drying out (wilting) and being flooded. Such a regimen can keep them alive, but doing so leads to poor or stunted growth, flower buds that never fully open, and, in the case of vegetables, uneven ripening. These sections help you get a handle on this.


Explaining watering basics

When you understand how plants consume water, you irrigate wisely. Consider a good soil mix in your beds a partner: a good-quality, moisture-retentive medium to grow in keeps the water supply nicely consistent. Chapter 8 tells what to use and what to avoid.

Here are the two main watering principles:


	Water deeply. Deep watering encourages more, wide-ranging, and deeper root growth, which helps better sustain the growing plants. The top few inches of soil mix, being closest to the sunshine and air, tend to dry out. Meanwhile, gravity is the law, which means water sinks deep into the bed. When the roots can grow down lower, where the soil retains moisture, they’re stronger, more stable, and happier.

	Water consistently. Regular, even deliveries of water allow plants to grow at an even pace, without cycles of deprivation and saturation, without stress. Just like feeding a pet at the same time every day sets them on a routine they settle into, so with plants.



[image: Warning] Perpetually damp leaves can be problematic, leading to mildew, fungal disease, rot, and the risk of moving pests or diseases through the adjacent plants. Also you lose a portion to evaporation (in other words, it’s inefficient and wasteful when water gets on the plants and not directly into the soil mix). Watch out for this especially as your plants get bigger. The moisture needs to be delivered down low — at soil level!



Hand-watering simplified

To water your raised beds so they flourish, don’t ever blast. Strong sprays from a hose or watering can tend to displace soil mix, even dislodge small plants. Gentle, even watering, with a sweeping back-and-forth movement to get good coverage, works beautifully (see Figure 15-1).

[image: Illustration of a woman watering plants in a raised garden bed.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 15-1: Water a raised bed gently, aiming at the soil mix, so as not to dislodge the growing plants or blast away the soil mix.


When watering by hand, take your time and look over and enjoy your plants as you go. Here are three good delivery options:


	Watering can with a showerhead rose: The rose is the spout where the water comes out, with many pinhole openings so you can shower the water more gently and evenly. Note that a rose with many and small holes produces a softer flow of water.

	Watering wand: A wand attaches to a hose, instantly making a difference in how the water comes out. Often they have multiple settings, which you can manage with a flick of your thumb or by turning a dial. Select the spray that rains down softly.

	Trickle from the hose: Create shallow trenches on either side of rows of plants and deliver the water slowly and carefully in there. You won’t get the leaves wet (which is good), and the water can soak right into their root systems (which is also good).





Identifying watering gadgets and systems

If you’re busy or have put in multiple raised beds, installing a watering system can save you time and effort. Another important plus is that these rigs deliver water at soil level (refer to the section “Explaining watering basics” about avoiding wetting leaves).

Generally speaking, installing before you put in seeds or seedlings is better, to avoid dislodging little plants.

To supply water to any of the following systems, connect them to your water source, probably a hose spigot. You’ll likely need items like a supply line, connectors, elbows, t-fittings, and possibly a filter. Last but not least, because household water pressure can sometimes be too intense, you might add a gadget called a pressure regulator to slow it down.

[image: Tip] If you still want to continue using your hose from that source point, for the raised beds or for other parts of your yard, just install a splitter and leave the hose hooked up. (To boost water pressure, use a high-flow splitter.)

Carefully review everything beforehand and buy what you need, whether you decide upon a kit or to put together your own rig. Manufacturers provide detailed instructions, which you can supplement by watching installation videos on YouTube. None of this is hard, honestly; you just need to be sure you understand what to do.

Check out these options to determine what best suits your situation:


	Soaker hose: Snake one through your raised bed atop the soil mix. After you turn on the water, you’ll see that it beads up on the hose surface, essentially sweating moisture, a nice, gradual way to irrigate.

	Drip tape: You can lay this throughout the beds, right on the surface. Make sure the tiny water holes are pointing upward, not down, or they’ll soon get clogged with soil mix and lose effectiveness.

	Customized drip-irrigation systems: You can get one (see Figure 15-2) from specialty garden suppliers as well as from wherever raised-bed kits are sold. If you’re buying metal or fabric raised beds, the manufacturer often offers irrigation kits that are a perfect fit — just get it all at the same time.

[image: Tip] Look for ones that make 1-foot grids, which make popular, practical square-foot gardening in raised beds a cinch (more on that in Chapter 9).


	Buried water sources: Olla is the traditional name for this ancient and useful tack; it’s thought to have originated in China thousands of years ago. An olla is simply an unglazed clay or terra-cotta pot buried in soil mix up to its neck near a needy plant or row of small plants. Water is decanted in and then seeps out slowly and steadily into the surrounding mix, nurturing the adjacent plant roots.

A modern alternative is to use a plastic bottle, perforated with little holes (use a nail), so the water seeps out slowly. Leave about an inch exposed above the soil mix, so you remember where the vessel is and also as the water-delivery opening. Cover it with a small rock to keep debris, soil mix, and small bugs out.




[image: Illustration of a raised garden bed with various plants and a hand tending to one of them.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 15-2: A custom-fit drip irrigation system from the supplier of your raised-bed kit is a great investment.


[image: Warning] A sprinkler isn’t a good choice because most sprinklers take up too much space, treat too wide an area, and drench plant leaves. Also they may wiggle or whip around. They’re simply not suitable for placing in a raised bed.



Figuring out when to water

Delivering water to your raised-bed plants is a learning curve. Some need more, some need less. Some need less when small and more when taller and bushier. When plants are flowering or forming fruits, watering consistently — and maybe even a little bit more than usual — is especially critical.

Start with regular deep soakings.

[image: Tip] Follow this rule of finger: Check by poking a finger into the soil mix at least an inch or two down (to your second knuckle). If your finger emerges clean and dry, supply water. If some soil mix is clinging to it, then the soil is moistened.

Wise watering also accounts for the following.


Considering what time of day you water

When you water is important. Invariably morning and evening are calmer times to water when the air tends to be stiller and drift and evaporation is minimized or not a factor. Watering at dawn or dusk or in darkness also conserves water because drying sunlight isn’t a factor.

Watering in the evening hours isn’t recommended because then the bed is damp overnight and fungal diseases and mold can afflict damp plants or the surface of mulch. That’s certainly a possibility where evenings and overnight are humid, but if your climate is on the dry side, don’t worry — go ahead and water in the evening if that works for you.

All that said, early morning turns out to be ideal. Moisture delivered to your plants before dawn will send them into the day hydrated. If you’re not an early riser, then program a timer to water while you’re still sleeping.

[image: Warning] The worst thing you can do is water in the heat of the day. More heat equals more evaporation. If the day is dry, or dry and windy, evaporation only increases. You can literally lose 30 to 50 percent of the water by watering in such conditions. Just don’t!



Noticing watering problems

Your plants will signal their needs if you observe with care:


	Underwatered plants will show their distress with dry leaves and wilting; they’ll grow slowly or not at all.

	Overwatered plants will have mushy stems and soggy roots that rot and become stinky. Their leaves will become yellow or discolored and soft.



In either situation, weakened and unhealthy plants tend to attract insect pests and plant diseases, another warning sign. (You can find information on coping with such issues in Chapter 16.)





Blanketing Raised Beds with Mulch

A layer of organic mulch is often advised for any kind of gardening, from a strawberry bed to a line of shrubs to a perennial border to the vegetable patch — always important and helpful. The layer of organic mulch is even more important with raised beds because they tend to dry out more quickly than comparable-size in-ground gardens.

Mulching is so easy, practical, and helpful; it really will save you a lot of time and trouble, while allowing your raised-bed plants to prosper. These sections explain why mulching is important, how and when you should mulch, and what your mulching options are.


Recognizing the benefits of mulching

Raised beds greatly appreciate mulch for all of the following good reasons:


	Mulch helps conserve soil-mix moisture. Raised beds dry out quickly, certainly faster than in-ground gardens. Apply a layer of mulch to help keep in some of that valuable moisture and reduce the need for constant watering.

	Mulch suppresses weeds. Perhaps you thought you’d escape weeds if you elevated your gardening to raised beds. Sorry, not totally. Although weeds may struggle to encroach from the surrounding yard, somehow a few always manage to find a way in, including by hitchhiking in your soil mix or in the pots of the seedlings you transplanted, by being blown in by a breeze, or by being dropped off by visiting birds. A layer of mulch denies weeds light and air.

	Mulch moderates soil-temperature fluctuations. Thus, mulch makes daily life easier on the plants.

	Mulch contributes organic matter to your raised-bed mix as it breaks down. Technically, organic matter is simply dead plant (or animal) tissue present in the soil, constantly decomposing into humus, improving texture and boosting fertility. (Consult Chapter 8 for full details on creating and maintaining the sort of mix you want in your raised beds.)



If you don’t mulch, or fail to maintain a layer, your plants will dry out faster, struggle with cycles of heat and cool, and pesky weeds can gain a foothold.



Laying mulch: The how and when

Wait to place mulch in your raised bed until the mix warms up and isn’t sodden from spring rainfall. Spread it around your plants immediately after planting (if sowing seeds, wait until you have seedlings, so they can get their heads in the air a bit). Find more details on planting in Chapter 9.

Thereafter, replenish it when it gets washed or blown away, or as it breaks down. In other words, maintain a consistent layer throughout the growing season. Chapter 19 provides specifics on routine maintenance.

Here are guidelines:


	Recommended thickness: At least an inch or two assures that your beds and plants reap the benefits.

	Application method: The easiest way to do a good and thorough job is to put some in and spread it around with your hands. Don’t press mulch up close against plant stems — they need a little air circulation.



[image: Remember] Mulch is temporary. Time, water, and weather wear it down and/or it works its way into a bed’s soil mix.



Considering your mulch options

Various materials are suitable for ongoing mulching. Where you live and garden dictates what’s available, and your budget is also a factor. Of course you can try different kinds or mix it up, using one sort of mulch in one bed and something else in another. That’s your call. Here’s an overview of various suitable options:


	Bark: Avoid the red- or black-dyed kind because the color leaches into the soil mix. Choose finely textured, shredded or chopped, aged material. Natural pine or hardwood barks are good choices. Avoid chunky products.

	Aged compost: Don’t use fresh compost, which isn’t fully broken down (may be stinky, may heat up too much).

	Dry pine needles: You need plenty to make an effective layer.

	Dried lawn clippings: Spread about so they don’t clump or compact too tightly. (However if you use high-nitrogen fertilizer, weedkiller, or “weed & feed” products on your lawn, using the clippings on your raised beds isn’t safe.)

	Weed-free straw: Straw is better than hay, which contains weed seeds that will germinate in your raised bed. Also straw’s hollow stems don’t compact like hay, allowing some necessary aeration and water to percolate in.

	Chopped-up dry leaves: Run a mower over them first to shred them into smaller pieces (full leaves mat and can get slimy, all due to lack of aeration).

	Cocoa hulls: Available in bags from some suppliers, they’re effective, have a wonderful scent, and are attractive, but this material is expensive.

	Aged sawdust: Use aged. Fresh sawdust clumps and depletes nitrogen.



Note: All these options are organic. Inorganic mulches like rocks or gravel aren’t appropriate in the finite environment of an actively growing raised bed; they contribute nothing to the soil mix and tend to get in the way of the plants and your maintenance chores.

[image: Tip] Generally speaking, fresh organic materials make problematic mulch because they aren’t fully broken down and as they go through that process, they consume nitrogen in your soil mix that your plants could use. Always go with aged, faded, mature, broken-down organic materials instead, ideally something that’s been sitting around for a season or more. (Bagged mulches are aged.)


PLASTIC GARDEN MULCH: YAY OR NAY

After a bed is full of soil mix and before you plant anything, you can cover the surface with polyethylene plastic. To plant, cut Xs or punch holes in it and insert them. Maybe hide it from view with a thin layer of one of the mulches.

Here are some pros and cons to using plastic mulch:


	Upsides: This barrier helps hold in moisture (thus, less-frequent watering) and prevents the mix from washing away in rain. It blocks weed growth.

	Downsides: Using this material makes a bed harder to water; if you install a drip irrigation network, that needs to go underneath. The soil below can heat up — some plants like this, some won’t. (To explore the needs of raised-bed plants, refer to Part 3.)








Feeding Plants in Raised Beds

Giving a plant, larger or small, a dose of fertilizer delivers it a boost. It’ll be bigger, produce more flowers, ripen more berries or other fruits, and generally be more robust and healthier. Not instantly, perhaps, but the effect will be at least noticeable and at best, dramatic.

Plants raised in raised beds inhabit an enclosed and finite environment (like potted plants, only bigger). Even though they can use the nutrients in the good soil mix you provide, they may need more, especially in periods of active growth, and also as time passes and the plants consume the nutrients inherent in the soil mix. They use it, you replenish.

[image: Tip] Make a habit of feeding your raised-bed plants, especially as they get bigger and start to produce flowers or fruit.

[image: Remember] People mistakenly think that fertilizer is plant food. It’s not. It’s soil food. And good soil leads to thriving plants.

Understanding how to proceed isn’t mysterious after you understand the following basics:


Deciding what type of fertilizer

Most garden plants aren’t highly particular. You don’t need to go shopping for the one missing ingredient or a fertilizer especially high or low in something. You don’t need to order a soil test if you’ve customized the mix in your beds according to the instructions in Chapter 8 — it can be safely assumed to be good.

To supply basic nutrients, I suggest you start with a balanced, general-use fertilizer, applying it according to label directions. It’ll make any plant pleased and remedy any common deficiency. This type of fertilizer comes as granules that you sprinkle or mix in, or powders or liquids that you dilute with water. (Pro-tip: more is not better. Don’t overdo!)

Organic ones release their nutrients more slowly than inorganic ones. Some examples of organic fertilizers are water-soluble fish emulsion, aged manure (cow, horse, chicken), mature and crumbly compost, blood meal, rock phosphate, and worm castings. You can even make your own compost tea — steep compost in a bucket or barrel (a bit stinky, true, but beneficial!).

The most widely available inorganic, fast-acting fertilizer is Miracle-Gro.

Interestingly, as far as the plants are concerned, the nutrients are the same whether you deploy organic/natural fertilizers or chemical/synthetic ones. The organic/natural ones are better for the environment including the long-term health of the soil. However, the choice is yours.

[image: Technical stuff] Some fertilizers, organic or not, are slow release. Slow release is ideal because the nutrients are released over time rather than quickly, so they continually feed the soil and thus your plants.



Getting a handle on timing

The type of fertilizer used determines how fast it is taken up by your plants. Some generalizations:


	Water-soluble ones show the quickest but shortest-term results. Within a week or two you’ll observe results.

	Organic fertilizers tend to be slower-release, so you’ll notice results within several weeks.



Also, most fertilizers, except those that are listed as slow release, will be depleted in 4 to 6 weeks, so they should be reapplied after this length of time.

Bear in mind that warmer temperatures and frequent rainfall will accelerate this process.



Examining fertilizing best practices

Follow these guidelines for most-effective fertilizing:


	Feed only when your raised-bed plants are actively growing.

	Feed at least once in spring when growth is starting and again every couple of weeks throughout the growing season.

	Always apply fertilizer with water, which helps roots take up the nutrients. Dilute according to label directions or, if you prefer, deliver half-strength doses but with more frequent applications. Just keep an eye on how the plants respond and adjust your habits accordingly.

[image: Tip] Apply extra fertilizer to your raised bed’s first year of crops. Then, in ensuing years, you may reduce as the mix improves and matures, gaining beneficial soil critters (most tiny or not visible; if you build it, they will come). You don’t need to buy and add a mycological product; take a handful of soil from a spot with healthy plants and mix it into any beds that need a little extra oomph.

[image: Warning] Be careful about overdosing your plants and applying too concentrated a dose or too much fertilizer. (To remedy overzealous applications, quickly dilute the area with your garden hose or full watering can.)







Dealing with Soil Loss

When you fill up a raised bed properly, your plants will do well. But the mix inevitably settles and sinks over the course of a growing season. That’s because the bed is filled with living organic matter. It’s a little ecosystem, and in a constant state of decomposition. (Mulch you’ve added breaks down and works its way in.) Settling shows you that you filled your bed well and the ongoing, constant cycle of breaking down organic matter is working.

However, don’t ignore it or allow it to continue without intervention. Otherwise, sinking will continue.

[image: Tip] Don’t plant perennial flowers or a perennial crop like rhubarb in a raised bed’s first season because it will sink with the soil mix. And you don’t want to bury the crowns (the growing points) under additional soil mix during your topping-off efforts.

Note that settling is most pronounced in a raised bed’s first season or two. After that, it tends to moderate and require less intervention to maintain an even surface that is only a couple inches below the bed’s top edge, or whatever level you prefer.

A torrential summer thunderstorm or hailstorm can wreak havoc on a raised bed’s soil-mix level. Go outside afterwards and work to restore the level. (Battered plants may recover, given a few days.)

The type of raised bed also affects settling. For example, hügelkultur beds (see Chapter 8) are deeper raised beds with a bottom layer of bigger, chunkier organic materials such as logs and sticks. As those materials decompose, the bed will surely sink, sometimes unevenly — it’s hard to predict how it will look, only that it’ll happen. The settling is most pronounced in the first few years.

To maintain and nurture your bed’s mix, adopt these good habits.


Topping it off

The easiest way to deal with a dropping soil level is to top it off or top-dress. The best materials for topping off midseason include


	Mature compost

	Aged manure

	Quality topsoil

	A blend of some or all of these



When adding, work carefully so you don’t overly disturb the growing plants, aiming to distribute it evenly until the soil mix level is back to its desired level. Water it in gently, then add a bit more as needed. Top off with mulch; refer to the earlier section “Blanketing Raised Beds with Mulch” in this chapter.



Building up good soil

Understand that building good soil is an ongoing process, and you’ll be adding more good organic materials to the bed as the years go by. In time, the settling will be less dramatic — typically, the first season sees the biggest drop.

At season’s end, add more organic matter and let it meld and mix over the winter months. Add a bit more when spring returns, if needed, prior to planting.

Mature compost and aged manure seem to be the best maintenance materials, because they not only enrich and nourish the raised-bed mix but also allow aeration and improve the texture. Keep at it, year after year, and your plants will respond beautifully!




Addressing Common Problems

Although an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, you may be vexed by some issue. I’m not going to let you off the hook for the rest of this chapter, though — please do review it, and you’ll be much more fully informed about the right way to care for your raised-bed garden when the following issues do present themselves.


	Compacted soil: Your plants aren’t prospering, and water pools on the surface or is slow to sink in.

[image: Tip] To remedy it, don’t dig or till, and don’t mess with the soil when it’s saturated, which can make the situation worse. Incorporate more organic material to improve texture and aeration. After that, maybe install some deeper-rooted plants like root crops (potatoes, for example).


	Weak or slow-growing plants: Plants seem stunted or stuck, don’t appear to be adding height or foliage, aren’t flowering or fruiting, or drop their flowers and fruit before they mature. Their green leaves may look dull or yellow and fall off.

Various things can be causing this:


	Poor soil mix and soil mix that isn’t draining well is a top suspect, and you may have to pull the plants and improve the mix and then replant.

	You may be overwatering or underwatering; refer to the “Watering: When, How, How Much” section earlier in this chapter.

	Your mulch may be the culprit — if it’s composed of fresh materials. In that case, scrape it out and replace with decayed or aged materials.

	Your plants need a dose of fertilizer. Perhaps your plants were of poor quality/unhealthy when you got them.

	The mix lacks nutrition. Review Chapter 8 so you know what constitutes a good, fertile soil mix.





	Weeds: Weed seedlings may start out tiny, but if you look carefully, you’ll spot them. They steal real estate and nutrients from your desirable plants.

[image: Warning] Don’t ever use herbicides/weed killers, which harm your desirable plants — they’re too close together in the confined environment of a raised bed. Instead, pluck out the weeds (easier when the soil mix is damp) and dispose of them. Act before they go to seed or you may soon have an even bigger weed problem! Then, add mulch to discourage their return or any survivors.


	Soil drying out too fast: Signs this is happening include wilting, yellowing, browned, dead, and dropped leaves. Soil mix pulling back from the edges of the bed is a sign of hydrophobic soil (dry soil that doesn’t absorb water); more about this in Chapter 21.

To remedy, water more often or more deeply (perhaps change your watering method). Mulch to help the soil mix in the bed retain moisture longer.








Chapter 16

Coping with Pests


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Identifying and combatting common weeds

[image: Bullet] Keeping out slugs and snails

[image: Bullet] Dealing with insect pests and common diseases

[image: Bullet] Chasing birds away

[image: Bullet] Discouraging tunneling animals

[image: Bullet] Coping with raiding climbers



True, raised beds discourage or keep at bay some problems that trouble in-ground gardens. Moles, dandelions, and nematodes, for examples, can totally be prevented (block the moles and weeds from below; put in quality soil mix). But, it happens. You get underway and some unknown, annoying or destructive creature decides they like what you’re growing, too.

This chapter deals with the common culprits and what to do about them. Happily, this isn’t a lengthy topic, for in the end, raised beds are generally fairly trouble-free if you follow the many sensible practices here and throughout this book.



Recognizing and Eradicating Common Weeds

Weeds are really annoying to gardeners. Not for nothing are they called “the world’s most successful plants.” They’re sneaky and persistent. They grow easily and rapidly. They spread out their root systems and shower seeds all over the place. While they’re at it, they usurp real estate you designated for desired plants, suck up soil moisture, steal nutrients, and expand their territory. They can also harbor harmful insects and diseases. Dealing with them can be tiring, time-consuming and, well, not fun.

The good news is, many weeds have trouble getting into raised beds in the first place, assuming you’ve blocked them from below with landscape fabric or another barrier (refer to Chapter 6). What follows is a quick course in identifying and combatting any that do appear.

[image: Remember] Prevention is best. Mulching is key (follow my advice in Chapter 15).


Understanding how they get in

Weeds often have a tough time invading raised beds, especially if you’ve been good about putting in a good, organic soil mix, nice and crumbly (Chapter 8), you’ve added a mulch layer (Chapter 15), and you water regularly (Chapter 15). Then they may be few, for many weeds gravitate to lousy soil. Anyway, if you intervene early and often, evicting them shouldn’t be difficult.

That said, weeds are wily. They’ll show up when:


	You failed to thoroughly block them from below, and they exploited an opening/a spot you missed.

	You put soil in your raised bed that harbored weed seeds, such as cheap topsoil, or even regular garden soil (which I advise not doing in Chapter 8).

	The mulch you’re using is contaminated with weed fragments and/or seeds. Don’t use cheap mulch or mulch of unknown origin.

	Some potted plants you brought home and planted in the raised bed had weed hitchhikers hiding in their soil mix.

	Birds or other visiting creatures left behind seeds (including seed-laden berries or fruit) or fragments.

	Your soil mix is too dry or of poor quality. Most weeds don’t tend to love rich, fertile soil.

	The wind blows in the seeds and they get a foothold. Not much you can do about that except notice and act.

	You allow weeds to grow, go to seed, and/or get out of hand nearby. This includes right in your garden paths (see Chapter 7 for info about proper weed-preventing path-making), but also elsewhere in your yard.





Combatting the dirty dozen

Here is a list of some of the most common garden weeds in North America and quick-hit advice on getting rid of them, should they show up in your raised beds:

[image: Tip] Your best bet is to notice the problem early and pull the plants as they appear. Extracting weed roots is easier when the soil is damp.


	Bindweed: A persistent and sneaky vining plant with pink or white morning-glory-like flowers. Pull it out or cut it off at ground level. Never let it go to seed; remove the flowers before they form seeds. Layers of cardboard smother bindweed better than weed-blocking fabric.

	Celandine/creeping buttercup: Lush dark green or speckled leaves with abundant yellow buttercup blooms. Usually pretty easy to pull out; note the roots have bulblets — get them all.

	Chickweed: Tiny white flowers, light green leaves. Get them when they’re small. Extract by the roots.

	Crabgrass: Starts small, makes an ever-expanding clump and roots as it goes. Use a weeding fork/dandelion weeder to remove the full root system.

	Creeping Charlie: Little scalloped leaves and purple flowers, low-growing. Pull out by roots or at least pinch off repeatedly at soil-mix level. Don’t let it go to seed.

	Dandelion: Yellow flowers that turn into white puffballs of seeds; deep taproots. Remove by the roots.

	Garlic mustard: Erect stems covered with heart-shaped leaves, little white flowers in clusters. Tug out early and often; don’t let it go to seed.

	Goutweed: An aggressive groundcover, either dark green or light green-and-white, with stalks of white flowerheads. It’s nigh impossible to get all the wandering roots out, so concentrate on constantly removing growth at soil-mix level, then covering over with mulch to discourage resprouting.

	Lamb’s quarters: Distinctive triangle- or diamond-shaped edible leaves. Pull it out and use the leaves in salad or quiche (younger ones taste better).

	Pigweed: Reddish stems, dense green flowers. A major farmland pest. Pull it out.

	Purslane: Reddish stems, tiny yellow flowers; growth is succulent-like. Gently tug out by the roots; be careful and thorough because it spreads.

	Thistle: Prickly or spiny plants, commonly with purple or yellow flowerheads. Dig them out by the roots as soon as you notice them; they grow tall quickly and become harder to evict.



[image: Warning] Although you may be tempted to use weedkillers (herbicides), don’t. Not in the confined little world of a raised bed. It’s too risky to the plants you want to grow, nor do you want any residues lingering in the bed soil mix you’ve worked hard to make excellent.




Combatting Slugs and Snails

Common pests in many gardens are slimy, nibbling slugs and their relatives snails. Yes, this is even a problem when plants are elevated in a raised bed. These pests just climb up the sides, especially during damp nights.

Leaves that look pockmarked or turn to lace with small holes should make you suspicious. Slime trails are also a dead giveaway. You may not always catch these pests in the act — they feed in the evening, overnight, and in early-morning hours.

Here’s how to fight back. Try several of these remedies at once if you have a major problem with these slimy nibblers:


	Don’t water late in the day. They thrive in damp conditions and watering late only encourages them. Instead, water in the morning. (Find more on the timing of watering your raised beds in Chapter 15.)

	Use barriers. Deploy copper strips — specifically, seek out copper tape in your garden center or find it for sale online. Get the wide stuff — 2 or 3 inches wide — so they can’t wriggle over it. Copper gives slugs and snails a slight electrical charge; when they encounter it, they make a U-turn. Put the copper tape all the way around the outside of the raised bed near the upper edge (see Figure 16-1) with its strong adhesive backing.

Alternatively, sprinkle abrasive diatomaceous earth (a natural powder composed of sharp crushed diatoms) around inside your beds, including around the outer edges. Replenish after a rainfall.


	Eliminate hiding places. Slugs and snails may be always present, but they hide during the heat of the day. Remove lumber scraps, rocks, logs, and old pots from your yard and anywhere near your raised beds.

	Dial back the mulch. You have to weigh how much mulch to use because mulch has a number of worthwhile benefits for your raised bed, as I explain in Chapter 15. Too much mulch keeps things damp and provides shelter and a cool, dark place to hide during the day. Straw in particular is beloved by slugs and snails, so don’t use that.
[image: An illustration of adhesive tape being applied around raised beds.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 16-1: Keep slugs and snails out by wrapping the top of your raised bed in wide adhesive-backed copper tape.



	Try traps. Yes, tuna cans or pie tins filled with cheap beer actually work — they climb in and drown. Or set out half a grapefruit rind or scatter large leaves (such as hosta or cabbage). Or try simply laying a small board or plastic bottle on its side in the bed.

Check and collect slugs and snails, including baby ones, daily. Drop them in a bucket of soapy water, then bury or toss their bodies into your compost pile. You can also feed them to chickens or leave them out for hungry birds (for instance, on a rock island in the middle of a birdbath).

About two weeks of trapping and discarding will substantially reduce their numbers.


	Use bait. Favor nontoxic ones, especially if you have children or pets. Look for products derived from iron phosphate, which don’t harm anyone except their targets, don’t harm plants, and don’t break down in soil. Slugs and snails ingest it, lose their appetite, and crawl away to die.

	Avoid their favorite foods. Slugs and snails relish young, tender growth. However, they go after, at any time: salad greens and lettuce, beans, cabbage, strawberries, peppers, basil, hostas, as well as favorite flowers like campanulas, delphiniums, and even marigolds.

	Grow plants they avoid. These critters don’t seem to care much for succulent and strongly scented plants. Examples include tomatoes, beets, garlic, chives, asparagus, onions, rhubarb, comfrey, feverfew, mint, and rosemary. Try planting a band of one or more of these plants around just inside the edges of the bed.





Dealing with Common Insect Pests

Plants grown in raised beds, especially veggies, aren’t immune to common garden pests. Keeping your plants in good health goes a long ways toward preventing insect damage — strong, hearty plants are more resilient. Raised beds are small garden worlds, which means that if a pest gets in, they can ruin things quickly. Make a habit of inspecting often to avoid that happening.

Among the culprits you may encounter are aphids, cutworms, spider mites, squash bugs and squash vine borers, earwigs, cabbage worms, Colorado potato beetles, Japanese beetles, cabbage loopers, and more. Rather than give you a long list and lurid descriptions of how each one looks over its life cycle, I urge you to be observant, take the time to ID correctly, and look into ways to fight back effectively.

Here are many practical ways to deal with pests before they beat you to a harvest or cause your plants to look miserable and die:


	Monitor and evict. Watch for nibbled leaves, distorted or faltering plants, misshapen or chewed buds and flowers, and debris/waste on the plants or on the garden mix’s surface. Look everywhere but especially under leaves and the base of leaf stalks, seeking small insects, eggs, and any damage. Squash bugs, for example, feed in groups, which are easy to spot. Many pests can get out of control quickly, so pluck them off the moment you see them. Squish them, take them to your chickens, or toss them in a bucket of soapy water to drown.

	Be tidy. Always pinch off and pick up yellow and brown leaves. Pinch or clip off stems that are spent or tattered-looking. Remove any diseased plants and plant parts as soon as you notice them. Throw all this in your compost bin (or trash if from diseased or infested plants).

	Don’t crowd. Planting too closely creates a dense, perhaps damp/humid little microclimate area that pests find irresistible. Space your plants properly so they have elbow room and air circulation (the ideal distance varies depending on the plant and even the variety).

	Deter, trap, block. Cutworms love to slice right through tender young seedling stems, but you can thwart them by putting a cardboard or plastic collar around the little plants. Place clear plastic coverings (cloches sold for this purpose or something homemade) over vulnerable heads of lettuce and other greens. Earwigs drown themselves in a jar lid of soy sauce mixed with vegetable oil.

	Use row covers. Place the covers right after planting. This material, available wherever gardening supplies are sold, lets in light, air, and water, but keeps out pests such as cabbage moths (and the eggs they lay/worms that follow). Prop it up to allow air flow but secure the edges. A great way to support a covering is to drape it over simple hoops of PVC piping; see Chapter 4 for details and look at color insert.

	Spray safely. Spray chemical pesticides as a last resort; gardening organically is easy to do in the contained environment of a raised bed. Instead, if you’re really alarmed, reach for a natural, horticultural soap-based spray.

Another safe resource is diluted neem oil, which you can spray on plants attacked by aphids, spider mites, whiteflies, or leaf-nibbling caterpillars. Check the label to make sure it’s intended to treat the pest you’re attacking, carefully following the label directions.

Caterpillars, which are harmful, can be also combatted with Bt (Bacillus thuringiensis), available where gardening supplies are sold.


	Mix it up. A raised bed with a lot of different kinds of plants is more resistant to serious pest damage. When faced with variety, pests can get confused or not bother, moving on to easier and more appealing targets in your neighborhood. Chapter 14 discusses this planting tactic.



[image: Remember] Not every bug is an enemy. Some caterpillars become beautiful butterflies or harmless moths. Some are actually there to eat others. Ladybugs consume aphids. Always ID your suspects; a really good reference is Steven Frowine’s the second edition of Gardening Basics For Dummies (John Wiley & Sons, Inc.). Or appeal to a gardening neighbor, Master Gardener, or the knowledgeable staff at your nearest Cooperative Extension.


SICK BEDS: PLANT DISEASES IN RAISED BEDS

Just as with container gardening and in-ground gardens, plants growing in raised beds can get sick. The close and even humid quarters help some fungal diseases get in and spread. Examples include rust, powdery mildew, and leaf spot. Bacterial plant diseases such as spotting and blights of various kinds especially afflict plant leaves. Here’s what to do if such problems appear:


	Diagnose. Often the signs and symptoms resemble some of the insect problems that I describe in this chapter, and sometimes insects are even the vector for spreading disease. Thus correctly identifying the problem after you notice something is amiss is utterly important.

	Fight back. Evict sick plants. Then improve air circulation and maybe cut back on watering or mulch to dry things out a bit. Pull out afflicted plants. Then work to make the area healthier: Don’t let water splash on leaves and space plants farther apart for better air circulation.

	Use safe sprays. In the small confines of raised beds, staying safe and organic is important. You may use neem oil, a natural pesticide used on insect pests that transmit diseases; it’s safe around food plants and biodegradable. Diagnose the issue correctly before using and always follow the label directions.

A simple homemade leaf spray — one teaspoon of baking soda mixed with a quart of water, shake well — can combat bacterial diseases.




A couple of other preventative steps: keep your garden tools clean and sanitary, practice crop rotation (see Chapter 18), and grow resistant varieties.





Facing Off with Marauding Birds

No matter where you live and garden, you may find yourself competing with these winged beauties for what’s growing in your raised beds. They swoop in, maybe make a mess, and snatch the ripe berries off your blueberry, gooseberry, or currant bushes. Corn, beans, and peas are attractive to some birds. Lettuce, spinach, and Swiss chard may not be safe. Even little sprouting seeds of many kinds are tempting. Review the following before springing into action:


Distinguishing between troublesome birds and good birds

Before I dive into ways to keep birds away, I’d be remiss if I didn’t comment that (most) birds should be welcome in your yard and garden. They eat insects. They may eat fruit from bushes or trees without stripping them, and nest in our yards or nearby. They like seeds produced by certain flowers. They’re beautiful and interesting. They need sanctuary and food as their habitats shrink. Here’s a general breakdown of birds:


	Mischievous birds: Bluejays, crows, starlings, pigeons, blackbirds, mockingbirds.

	Helpful birds: Everyone else, such as songbirds, chickadees, bluebirds, swallows, towhees, tufted titmice, and raptors. Indeed, many of them consume pest insects and slugs. Raptors hunt mice, voles, and the like.





Discouraging winged raiders

The remedies are pretty much the same as the tried-and-true methods for in-ground gardening. The advantage here is that fighting back may be easier, just because of smaller garden size. Any or all of the following are worth a try (a pellet gun or an alert barking dog lounging in the yard are definitely last resorts, in my opinion):


	Cover up: You can protect any crop that birds are attracted to by draping something over the plants, with or without supports, that lets in light, air, and water. Cheesecloth, gardening fabric, and plastic netting are all possibilities. Just be sure to secure the edges; if birds can’t fly in, they may hop around on the ground seeking an entrance. Make sure they can’t. Check out the photo of a net-draped bed in the color insert.

	Use decoys: A plastic or resin owl, attached to the lip of a raised bed, or tucked within, might deter raiding birds. Then again, the birds might wise up after a while and brazenly come next to the fake owl and have a snack — I’ve seen this.

Another sort of decoy may work better — a loaded feeder or birdbath at the other end of the yard, or in-ground plants nearby that they prefer for food or shelter.


	Utilize scare tactics: Things that may keep them out include a small scarecrow, flashy and noisy pie tins, ribbons of reflective tape that flap in the breeze.

	Introduce noise: Play music, talk radio, or even the sound of screeching raptors inside or adjacent to your raised beds to frighten marauding birds away. Or get one of those gadgets that emits high-frequency sounds that people can’t hear but birds can.






Preventing Burrowing Animals

“Gophers are the reason I have raised beds now” is a common refrain. Mice, voles, rats, shrews, groundhogs, and rabbits are also serious problems for in-ground gardeners. These sections examine your options.


Keeping perspective

I don’t advocate poisoning, trapping, or shooting these animals, because we share this world with them. They may have been living and eating in your yard long before you showed up. Or development in your area or a recent event like a fire or flood has critically reduced their habitat, and they’re doing the best they can under difficult circumstances.

That’s still no reason to surrender the landscape to them. You can put in lined raised beds, successfully blocking access. You can make sure they can’t burrow in from below nor weasel their way in from a gap in the sides.



Discouraging the persistent

Among their many talents, rabbits can jump and groundhogs can climb. (A lined bottom only blocks that avenue for them.) Taller raised beds (2 to 3 feet high or even higher) may still deter them. Sprinkling bloodmeal around the bed may repel rabbits while contributing a little nutrition to the soil mix.

Wire mesh, even chicken wire if the sections are small, is the way to go. Installed correctly and carefully, it works very well. Wrap the beds’ sides and extend some extra wire out from the sides to trip up their feet around the perimeter. Or even enclose the entire raised bed, top, too, including a gate so you can get in.

[image: Remember] Smaller mesh is better. If the mesh is too large, you may keep out the parents but the babies can get in.



Dealing with a major burrowing-critter problem

If you’re dealing with a burrowing critter, lining your raised beds won’t be enough. I recommend that you protect an overall area, as I describe in Chapter 7. In other words, don’t fight back piecemeal; devote and proof a larger area.

When all’s said and done, your gardening area may become unappealing, no longer offering easy meals and sufficient tunneling territory.

The burrowing animals may move on. Or you may reach a truce; your raised beds will prosper without their depredations, and the tunnellers will hang out in another part of your property.




Contending with Bigger Animals

Your precious project smells delicious, offers food and shelter, maybe even nesting possibilities for, eek, raising young. The bottom line is that you simply want to have a nice little garden. They need to back off, and I’m here to help.


Introducing your rogue’s gallery

Here are the animals that may be drawn to your raised-bed garden:


	Household and feral cats: “Oh, doesn’t this soft, scratchable soil mix make a nice litter box?” “Oh, wouldn’t this be a fine place to take a nice long nap?” (The only mulch that seems to deter them is matted dried leaves.)

	Dogs: Good dogs tend not to disturb a raised bed, even a low one, because it’s too crowded with plants to make an appealing digging or napping spot. An exception is a dog that’s obsessed with ripe tomatoes … you have to share, I guess!

	Squirrels, chipmunks, and rats: They may dig up plants, eat seedlings, and make a mess in the soil mix as they explore the menu. They may even decide a raised bed is a great spot to hunker down, tunnel, nest, and have babies.

	Raccoons and possums: These guys are drawn to soil like insects and grubs, and if they find them in your raised bed, you’ll come out some morning to a big mess. They may also sample some food plants (but not pungent ones like onions, garlic, and certain herbs).

	Deer: Well, it’s no secret that marauding deer consider yards and gardens to be banquets, especially in lean times when they can’t find enough of their usual wild food sources. Plants they like more than others have been identified (hostas, daylilies, roses, fruit), but honestly? They’ll eat most anything. A raised bed just conveniently sets the dining table for them.

	Bears: They like human food. Ripe fruit and vegetables are enticing, especially fallen ones. Compost is also of interest.





Exploring big-critter remedies

Knowing who is raiding your raised bed can be at best interesting. But for all the culprits described, here are your recourses:


	Live-trap the culprits. Depending on the animal or number of animals, your squeamishness, and your safety, you can seek professional advice from an animal control officer or a volunteer rescue association. You may not need to buy the traps, but instead to call in the experts to do it for you, or at least you can borrow effective traps and follow the directions. You will need guidance about what to do after you catch your pest; driving it across town or to a conservation area and releasing it isn’t such a hot idea and in fact may be illegal.

	Fence in your beds. A tall fence may do the trick (10 feet tall, if deer are the issue). Or maybe enclose it all, make a ceiling, and add a (secure) gate (bears have amazing dexterity). Add electric fencing for good measure.

	Take up indoor gardening. Stay inside. There are lots of edible and beautiful plant options. Just kidding! Maybe.








Chapter 17

Harvesting from Raised Beds


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Designating and caring for useful tools and supplies

[image: Bullet] Knowing what time of day to pick

[image: Bullet] Discovering plant cues

[image: Bullet] Assuring a quality harvest

[image: Bullet] Keeping records of your harvest details



Happy news: Harvesting from raised beds is easier than in-ground gardening. Also, because beds are by definition bigger than mere container gardening, the harvest is more bountiful. You’ll be congratulating yourself on choosing raised beds.

Raised beds are simply more accessible; they’re elevated, so you don’t have to bend or stoop as much, and you can easily work your way around the perimeter. Also, because the soil mix is so good (refer to Chapter 8), you won’t have to dig in as hard, and it’s easier to pull them out (helpful when harvesting root veggies).

This chapter covers the best practices for accessing and enjoying whatever you choose to grow in raised beds. Plenty of good information and tips here and, may I also add, you’ll get the hang of this quickly. Harvesting good things you grew yourself in raised beds is wonderfully satisfying!



Doing No Harm

Raised beds can be very productive because you can plant intensively/densely (see Chapter 9) and because the conditions are so favorable. But that means you need to extract or pick plants or individual stems or fruits without making a mess. You don’t want to yank out more than you need or things that aren’t ready.

So here’s my best advice: Harvest from your raised beds with extra attention. Use tools when you can because they can help your work be targeted. Be neat and patient. That’s all!



Lining Up Useful Tools

Although you can pick and pluck some things with your bare hands, if you’re not careful, you can harm a plant as you twist and pull, or worse, you can accidentally yank out the whole plant. Also being rough can create open wounds that are invitations to pests and diseases.

Using a tool — and being as gentle as possible — is often the best way to harvest.

Here are some tools to make harvesting easy. Use them only for harvesting and keep them handy to the gardening area.


	A sharp knife. I swear by my good old Swiss Army knife; a long-bladed harvesting knife would also be useful.

	Garden hand-clippers or pruners. Indispensable!

	Sharp shears for precision cutting; sharp scissors for smaller plants.

	A garden fork for loosening and extracting root crops.



[image: Remember] Keep a basket or bucket close by, because, just like going shopping, you’ll find you get more than you perhaps initially planned on when you headed out.

[image: Tip] Always keep your tools sharp and wiped clean and dry after each use. Dull tools mash plant stems, which not only looks lousy but can invite problems. Dirty tools rust and also can spread plant diseases around.



Focusing on Timing — What's the Optimum Time to Harvest?

I won’t dispute that you can harvest from your raised beds almost any time. Don’t hesitate if you’re out there and something looks good and ready. Is there anything better than enjoying what you grew yourself?

Despite what I just said, the actual best time is to pick from a garden is morning. Make your move after the dew has dried but before the heat of noontime. Plants and their flowers and fruit will be at their peak best, hydrated and not stressed. Leafy greens will still be crisp.

[image: Warning] Don’t procrastinate when a vegetable or fruit is ripe and ready for picking. Grab it and enjoy it. If you don’t, it will rot in place or fall and rot on the surface of the soil mix, perhaps out of sight. This sort of neglect unfortunately causes plants to slow production and it encourages disease.



Determining When a Plant Is Ready to Harvest

Being confident when a plant is ready to harvest grows the more you garden, the more experienced you become. However, many plants have their ways of letting you know when they’re ready. The following are a few examples (as for the rest, you’ll figure it out, I promise):


	Corn: Various things give you a clue. The silks turn from pale yellow or white to brown. Also, check the husk — Can you feel kernels all the way down? Peek — pull a little back from the top and look. Full ear? Pick!

	Blueberries: One day your bushes are laden with berries blushing pink, the next they’re blue, so be ready to act quickly. Especially if you have hungry birds in the area (for advice on protecting your bushes from them, turn to Chapter 16).

	Flowers: Wishing to make a bouquet? Watch carefully and pick when buds are not only showing color but starting to open. This way, they’ll open indoors in the vase and you’ll get a longer-lasting display (remember to strip stems of lower leaves so the water stays fresher longer; you can also add some powdered florist preservative). Frequent picking keeps the plants producing. (An exception is sunflowers, when you want their seeds. Harvest and dry the big flowerheads only at season’s end when they begin to droop.)

	Greens and herbs: Pick the foliage when it looks big enough and good enough to use. Pick or snip off the leaves on the outer edges first, or cut off the entire plant at the base. Do watch out for bolting (producing a flower stalk/going to seed) as days grow longer and warmer. You can hold off the end for a while by constant harvesting, but eventually the plant will be done. Herbs will stay productive longer when you remove flowers as they appear.

[image: Tip] Try cutting leafy plants off a couple inches from the ground; oftentimes they’ll rally and regenerate, giving you a bit more harvest later.


	Melons: Sniff! Do they smell sweet and delicious? If so, then it’s time to pick to them. Furthermore, a ripe melon will literally slip right off its vine and into your waiting hands. (This applies to cantaloupe, honeydews, crenshaws, and the like.)

	Tomatoes: If they’re red, yellow, or orange-ish varieties, you can monitor the color and pick when they’re fully colored. The risk of that tack is that sometimes they get overripe and mushy. So I pick when they’re partially colored and let them continue to ripe indoors on the kitchen windowsill.





Digging and Curing: Root Crops

Raised beds are a great place to raise root crops, from garlic to onions to potatoes to beets. Assuming the soil mix is deep and good (per Chapter 8), you’ll get large, good-looking crops.

Here are a couple other quick tips for successful harvests:


	Regularly and consistently water, especially when the weather is warm. Chapter 15 discusses watering in greater detail.

	Fertilize regularly to encourage robust growth (consult Chapter 15). Note that a fertilizer higher in potassium encourages root growth.



Because the plant part you’re keen to harvest is out of view underground, here’s some guidance on timing and proper techniques.


Gauging when your root crops are ready to harvest

When you plant the root crop, keep track of how many days to maturity are typical for what you’re planting and the variety of your choice. You’ll know when to start watching — the actual “ready” date can vary a bit.

[image: Remember] You can harvest root crops over a period of time — you can pick things small-ish because you’re eager or don’t mind. Because your quarry is under the soil mix, you’ll have to dig in and nab one or more to see. Bigger isn’t always better; some root crops become woody and tough if left in the bed too long.

Some plants clue you that they’re about ready: when their foliage begins to turn yellow and flag. This includes onions, potatoes, and sweet potatoes.

[image: Tip] Some vegetable crops actually taste better (sweeter) if left in the bed to grow beyond a frost or two. For example, parsnips.



Harvesting 101: The how-to for root crops

A general rule for pulling up root crops is to gently loosen the soil around the crown of the plant before trying to extract it — with your hands, a trowel, or a small garden fork. Then probe around to determine if the top feels substantial.

If yes, then you may wiggle the root a bit to further dislodge it before tugging decisively and steadily (by the leaves but down low). Take care not to bruise it. For most plants, you can then wipe them off and take them indoors to eat soon. (If storing for a spell, actually leave a bit of soil mix on it, and leave the leaves, which tends to keep a root hydrated/plump longer.)

Here are a few specifics:


	Beets: You may harvest the roots at 1 to 3 inches in diameter, unless you’re growing a jumbo variety.

	Carrots and parsnips: Use a twisting motion to tug them up and out, careful not to break off the tops.

	Garlic: Harvest garlic earlier than many other crops, usually about mid-summer. Wait until the lower leaves start to yellow and flop. As soon as you get to the bulbs, confirm that they are good-sized and their skins are starting to tighten.

	Onions: Watch for the tops to begin to lose their green color, turning yellow or brown and drying out. Bend them over, wait a few more days before pulling, and then cure (refer to the next section).

	Potatoes: You can nab small new potatoes when the plants are starting to flower, but don’t take them all. Harvest more and bigger potatoes later when the foliage starts to yellow and dry.





Curing

Some root crops may be ready to pick, but they aren’t truly ready to eat. To get the best flavor and keep quality, they benefit from drying out and curing (a post-harvest interval that allows their skins to toughen a bit so they’ll store better/longer). A dry, warm spot with good air circulation is ideal, such as inside a warm barn, shed, or garage. Lay them on slats or screens without touching so they can dry from all angles; this helps minimize the chances of spoiling/rot.

Keep the following in mind when curing these root plants:


	Garlic: Dry for two to four weeks, until the covering is dry and papery. Then snip off the now-dry stalks a few inches above the bulb and store. Or keep the dried leaves and make garlic braids (find a tutorial on YouTube).

	Onions: Dry for a week or two (less in hot weather, more if not), until the covering is dry and papery and the neck is shriveled (so there’s no entry point for fungi and bacteria) — see Figure 17-1. After the curing period, you may cut off the dried tops, leaving 1- to 2-inch stubs.

	Potatoes: When you let them dry for a week to ten days, their skin thickens, protecting the tasty interior and preserving its moisture. They then store better.

	Sweet potatoes: Letting them sit and dry allows the starches within to convert to sugars — yummy! This period also lets the skin thicken, protecting the interior and lengthening storage time.




A SPECIAL HARVESTING NOTE PERTAINING TO FABRIC RAISED BEDS

Fabric raised beds (see Chapter 3) are great for growing root vegetables. It’s not just because they’re deep and you can see to it that the soil mix is of good quality. As the plants grow and their roots encounter the edges of the fabric, they respond by branching and thereby forming a robust fibrous root system. The good air circulation also means far less chance of rot. Yields can be impressive, both amount and quality.

Extracting the roots from a fabric raised bed, however, means contending with these robust results, including perhaps having to pry some clinging roots off the interior sides or disentangling two adjacent plants. Take your time, don’t yank!



[image: Illustration of a cart holding 15 onion on a mesh surface.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 17-1: Place harvested onions on a screen, not touching one another, to dry out and cure for at least a week or two.





Keeping Harvest Records

I always dismissed recordkeeping as fussy. I’d rather be outside puttering and picking than taking notes. But then I began to realize that I couldn’t remember everything. I couldn’t remember variety names (and if one plant turns out to be especially productive or, conversely, did poorly, I wanted that info). I couldn’t remember when exactly I planted something (so I didn’t have a clear sense of how long the plant took to produce a usable harvest).

[image: Tip] Root vegetables are the most difficult to judge readiness/ripeness — keeping records and leaving yourself calendar notes is a help.

You can keep garden records in many ways, and here are some good ideas (maybe one will suit you):


	Write down everything in a notebook you want to remember: names, sources, planting dates, any problems, any praise, plus of course stats (how many potatoes per plant, for instance).

	Keep a folder with pockets and give each type of plant its own pocket. Tuck in seed packets and plant tags for easy reference.

	Use a paper calendar with enough space to make notes.

	Create and maintain a spreadsheet on your computer (using a program such as Excel).

	Rely on an app. Here are some to investigate: Garden Manager, Gardenize, iScape, My Garden, Planter. I’m not aware of one especially calibrated to raised beds.




TOO MUCH HARVEST?

Few things beat the triumph of growing your own food and flowers, but at the same time, it can be distressing to end up with more than you can use and fret that it’s going to waste. You don’t want to toss out anything or let perfectly good plants and their fruits rot.

Here are two good solutions:


	Preserve. Dry, freeze, and can. If you still have too much, remember that these items make great holiday gifts (everyone has enough stuff; give edible treats). Check out Canning & Preserving For Dummies by Amelia Jeanroy (John Wiley & Sons, Inc.).

	Donate to others. Give away your extras to your friends, family, and neighbors. Take your surplus to your local food pantry — fresh produce is a huge treat for people used to getting nonperishables such as dry and canned goods.









Chapter 18

Keeping Busy Beds


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Discovering the most productive plant choices

[image: Bullet] Filling gaps and planning succession

[image: Bullet] Looking at different ways to organize and rotate plants in your beds

[image: Bullet] Keeping useful records



You went to all this trouble, all this planning and research — including picking up this very book — and you’re eager to maximize.

Then the information in this chapter will be useful. I not only talk about choosing productive plants and helping them stay that way but also filling gaps as they come up. As ever, building good soil mix (don’t skip Chapter 8, it’s foundational) and fertilizing are important steps (refer to Chapter 15).

I discuss succession planting, demystify crop rotation, and examine companion planting — with examples. Although you can find entire gardening books on these topics, and a wealth of (mixed, and to be honest, sometimes overwhelming) information about them online, especially YouTube videos, my aim is to simplify. I also suggest some good ways to keep track of all the activity.

It takes time and experience to discover what plants work for you in your climate, and what you like. Until then, start raised-bed gardening nice and easy. Enjoy some success.



Identifying Productive Plants

First things first. If you want plants that generate good harvests, if you want a bounty of flowers for homegrown bouquets, if you want plentiful herbs for summer meals, choose accordingly. Here I take a closer look; bear in mind that this is a quick overview.


Favoring super-producers

Certain types of plants are well-known for growing strongly, even in limited space. Thus they can give a raised-bed gardener the thrill of a big harvest. (This does assume, of course, that your beds are full of good soil mix and that you take good care of the plants — they aren’t miracle-workers, just top performers.)

Although performance varies with climate and region, I feel safe recommending a handful of stalwarts:


	Vegetables: Bush beans, cherry tomatoes, hot peppers, kale, zucchini

	Annual flowers: Marigolds, million bells, nasturtiums, petunias, zinnias

	Herbs: Basil, sage, thyme





Choosing good performers

Selecting, for example, a good tomato plant or a wonderful sweet-pea mix means studying descriptions. Here are some guidelines:


	If bountiful is what you want, look for “high yielding,” “abundant yields,” “prolific.”

	Plants that are bred “compact” or even “dwarf” tend to prioritize flowers and fruit over growing tall and broad. This suits many raised beds.

	“Early” is another word to zoom in on. This simply means that whatever it produces is ready faster. (Then you can replant it or put in something different.)





Growing plants that give same-season encores

Some plants produce a good harvest quickly — and repeatedly. You pick and use, and the plant gets underway producing even more (so, never remove them by their roots). Sometimes this tendency is called cut and come again.

Generally speaking, when you do this, you’re interrupting the normal growth cycle of producing, then flowering and going to seed. So the plant is literally tricked into starting over and producing again, nudged by you into making another harvest.

Here are a few quick examples:


	Vegetables: Arugula, collards, kale, lettuce, spinach, Swiss chard

[image: Tip] You can harvest leafy greens judiciously to extend their productivity: take the outer, older leaves, and spare the inner ones.


	Herbs: Basil, oregano

	Annual flowers: Cosmos, gomphrena, marigolds, zinnias

	Perennial flowers: Black-eyed Susan, coneflowers, Shasta daisies






Filling Gaps — Succession Planting

Here I get strategic. Succession planting is staggering your crops for continuous harvesting; done well, you’ll avoid gluts, enjoy variety, and maximize space in your raised bed(s).

Basically, when something you’ve planted is done, that is, it’s petered out or you’ve harvested plenty from it and now the plants are looking a bit tired, take ‘em out. Toss the remains in your compost. Then contemplate your next move. You have options, from doing nothing further to planting something else, as I now discuss.


Doing nothing

What if you just pull out a plant or plants and leave the gap? Well, you can, but very likely what will happen next is that nearby plants will take the chance to expand into the vacated area. Maybe that’s fine — maybe the nearby zucchini relishes more space and will now start to produce even more fruits for you.

Or, worst-case scenario, some opportunistic weed will appear and start growing. This seemingly spontaneous invasion may actually be due to a buried seed or from a seed or fragment brought in some other way, such as by a bird.

[image: Tip] At the least, you can’t go wrong with covering a vacancy with several inches of mulch, which can prevent weeds and is good for your soil mix.



Borrowing temporary space

Here’s a nifty little trick. Put in a crop that takes a while to reach mature size and to produce, for example, Brussels sprouts or vining tomatoes growing supported by cages. As the larger plant grows, tuck in something small and fast-growing around it while there’s still a little available real estate, for example, arugula, small-headed lettuce, or radishes.

By the time your bigger plant has filled out, you’ll be plucking out the little guys and giving it more space.



Replacing spent plants with new choices

You can plan for succession. Consider this opportunity to be like running a relay race or passing a torch. Get ideas by checking with other gardeners in your neighborhood or area, because more than likely they’ve gone down this road and know what works. Table 18-1 presents some typical scenarios and easy suggestions.


TABLE 18-1 Planting Successors




	Vacancy

	Reason to Replace

	Successor






	Leafy greens

	Hot weather slows them down and causes them to bolt (send up flower/seed stalks).

	Herbs. Annual flowers.




	Garlic

	A bed of garlic, planted the previous fall, is ready to be pulled and dried by mid-summer.

	Calendula, nasturtium. A cover crop to improve the soil mix.




	Broccoli, cauliflower

	These crops are best in cooler weather.

	If you just cut off the biggest/main head, you may get some side shoots worthy of harvesting in a few more weeks. But if it’s time to pull out entire plants, try putting in something that thrives in hotter weather, such as melons or tomatoes.




	Radishes

	They grow and produce quickly.

	Bush green beans, lettuce.










Rotating Crops in Raised Beds

Basically, crop rotation is growing different crops at different times in the same spot. Raised-bed gardening is wonderfully suited to this practice, because it’s easy to alter the contents of a given bed from one season to the next.

Crop rotation comes from generations of farmers, worldwide, each tailoring what they grow and do to their particular climate and soil. They have multiple fields and move the crops to different ones or different parts each year and (especially in dry regions) may leave a field empty or fallow for a season to allow it to replenish.

Ideally, crop rotation — to borrow a metaphor from one of my former horticulture teachers — successfully “changes the subject” for a spell. It breaks the cycle. Ideally, it works well, though nobody, including me, will promise 10o-percent effectiveness.

[image: Technical stuff] I don’t mean to imply that all of the effects that a certain type of plant has on its soil are bad or negative. Some crops, like rambling squashes, are good at shading out weeds. Beans and their relatives “fix” (convert) atmospheric nitrogen on their roots in little nodules; they do this in partnership with unseen soil bacteria. The plants then use some of themselves and leave the rest behind to naturally enrich the soil’s fertility. Roots of various other plants, by virtue of occupying different depths of the soil, extract and bring up minerals from below, break up the soil in different ways, and nurture additional benefits like aeration, altered soil chemistry, and different kinds of beneficial minute soil organisms.

As a raised-bed gardener, you don’t have to become a soil scientist or overthink this. The bottom line: It’s wise to mix things up. That’s it. The following sections reveal the benefits and describe ways to proceed.


Understanding the benefits

Crop rotation accomplishes two main things. It helps:


	Prevent soil-borne pests and diseases. Because soil-borne pests (including larvae, pupae, eggs, and even grubs and the like) and diseases (including spores that lodge in the soil) tend to favor certain crops more than others, and are able to overwinter in the ground, even in snowy climates, crop rotation thwarts the process. When you rotate crops, they can’t readily find their usual and favorite targets.

	Maintain soil fertility. Plants have different nutrient needs and so some plants deplete more of certain soil nutrients more than others. Moving things around essentially allows each area or bed to regroup/regain balance. It can even mean that less fertilizer is needed.




For farmers

For farmers, crop rotation is a management system to help keep both crops and soil in the fields healthy and productive. Perhaps, as a result, less fertilizer is needed — otherwise a potentially big chore and expense.



For gardeners

Here I address your concerns as a raised-bed gardener. Moving the tomatoes from Bed 1 in one year to Bed 2 in another year is meant to thwart the typical pests and diseases that may have lodged in Bed 1. Move in totally unrelated bush beans into Bed 1, and the tomato problems won’t prey on them. Meanwhile, over in Bed 2, tomatoes get a fresh start. So the theory goes.

Crop rotation definitely works, but is it necessary? Not so sure. Allow me to explain. If you maintain all your raised beds in good health, starting off with fertile soil mix and working each year to maintain and improve it, and take care of the plants, more than likely soil-borne problems aren’t going to be a major problem.

That said, if you really want your plants to be safe and are willing to follow the rules (see the next section), your rotated beds should have long and healthy careers.

[image: Tip] If you decide not to rotate crops between beds, you can mitigate soil-borne problems by religiously mulching 2 to 3 inches deep upon planting and topping off through the growing season. That depth ought to be sufficient to bury or smother many culprits.

[image: Warning] Should you fall into the habit of growing the same plant in the same bed or same spot year after year, its soil mix may become deficient in certain elements. Although you can correct this by fertilizing, crop rotation will spare you that work and the need to fertilize (thus saving you money and time).




Examining different ways to rotate crops

Before you dive in, understand that the plant pests and diseases you’re aiming to avoid are family-specific. Oh, some plants share some problems with other unrelated families, but not as many as they share with one another.

If you don’t have four or more beds, simply do your best to rotate within the single or fewer beds you have — by designating sections.

[image: Remember] Be a vigilant gardener, so pest and disease problems don’t get away on you. If you detect one, act quickly to identify and treat the culprit. Evict sick and afflicted plants and dispose of them in the trash. And refresh the bed, not necessarily by completely emptying it (that’s a lot of work and expense!) but certainly by removing all root systems and replenishing the organic materials.

Here I reveal several different ways to proceed, from the most traditional to some variations that also work well.


Considering the classic way

With this method of crop rotation, when you rotate individual types of plants, you don’t plant members of the same (botanical) families. To give an easy example, tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants are all in the same family. So you can’t move tomatoes out of a bed and put in peppers; the same diseases and insect pests afflict both.

As a result, you need to know the families and act accordingly, rotating entire tribes rather than individual types of plants. Here’s a quick (not exhaustive) summary to help keep track of plants:


	Amaranth family: Beet, spinach, Swiss chard

	Carrot family: Carrots, celery, parsley

	Cole family: Broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, collard, kale, mustard, radish, turnip

	Composite family: Lettuce, endive

	Cucurbits: Cucumbers, squash, melons, pumpkin, zucchini, gourds

	Legumes/bean family: Beans, peas, soybean

	Nightshade family: Tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, potato, tomatillo

	Onion family: Garlic, leek, onion, shallots, chives



Basically, you shift families around each year, ideally from bed to bed rather than one end of a bed to another (just to be extra-sure). They can make their way back to where they started four or five years later, and the first bed should make a suitable home once more.



Leveraging floater plants

This is a variation on the classic method discussed in the previous section, meant to accommodate four raised beds rather than twice that. Here’s a sample way to plant each bed:


	Bed 1: Legumes/beans

	Bed 2: Cole family plants

	Bed 3: Cucurbits

	Bed 4: Tomatoes and relatives



Other plants you might like to grow, that don’t fit into those four main families, are considered floaters. Tuck them in wherever you can fit or make a little space for them. These could be onions, shallots, lettuce and other greens, even carrots. Rotate their locations, too, from one year to the next, just to be on the safe side.



Considering the relay method

Here’s an ingenious alternative. You rotate based on legume, leaf, fruit, and root. It works for just one bed but is easily expanded to four or more. There’s a logic at work here:


	Year 1: Start with legumes, so they fix nitrogen in the first year.

	Year 2: Put in leaf crops (herbs, coles, lettuce); these plants love nitrogen in their soil.

	Year 3: Plant fruit-bearing crops, which don’t need as much nitrogen (which was depleted last year); they need phosphorus more.

	Year 4: Install root crops, which tend to be the least demanding of soil nutrients. Okay, they do need potassium, but last year’s crops didn’t deplete potassium.





Need-based rotation

Group your raised beds by what the plants within each one wants most from you. Then you may switch it up next year. Chapter 9 discusses this concept. A couple of common examples include the following: 


	Put all the heavy feeders in the same bed. Heavy feeders are the plants that take a lot of nutrients from the soil mix and thus love to be fertilized during the growing season. That typically means (but isn’t limited to) tomatoes, peppers, melons, squash, and cucumbers. In the realm of flowers, coleus and million bells also relish fertilized soil mix.

	Group plants that share similar water needs together, such as lettuce and other salad greens.







Leveraging Companion Planting

Companion planting is a real, valid thing. Garden plants, like people and dogs, do form thriving alliances and develop aversions or “have issues with” one another.

Here are a few plants that like or don’t like each other:


	Potatoes don’t get along with cucumbers (both harvests suffer), although cucumbers do great near beans and peas.

	Tomatoes and basil appear to relish one another’s company and even, some feel, enhance the other’s flavor.

	Radishes are reputed to repel the dreaded squash-vine borer.

	Potatoes are happiest on their own, even though they’re in the same family as tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants.

	The most famous combination, established long ago by Native Americans as “the three sisters,” is growing corn, beans, and squash together. The beans use the support of the erect corn stalk; the squash fills in below, shading out weeds and helping hold in soil moisture. Win-win-win.

	Marigolds help repel harmful nematodes in the soil.



If you want to know more, don’t guess or go by hearsay. Vegetable Gardening For Dummies, by the National Gardening Association and Charlie Nardozzi (John Wiley & Sons, Inc.), includes a good summary of this intriguing subject, and you can find plenty more resources in bookstores, libraries, and on the internet. Meanwhile, at minimum, I suggest tucking bright little marigolds in wherever you can.



Tracking and Record-Keeping

If you have more than one raised bed or want to raise a variety of crops, you’re going to want to keep track in any number of these ways:


	Draw diagrams or map-pictures of your plan (then go back midseason and update it, because you may’ve changed your mind or altered the original).

	Write lists, with notes, in your gardening journal or on a paper calendar.

	Label your raised beds! Could be as basic as “A, B, C, D” or “1, 2, 3, 4” marked in Sharpie on the sides where you can’t miss it or literally writing or painting the names of the crops on the top edges (redo when the writing fades); could be as fancy as making or buying nice signs and putting them on or in the beds.

	If using metal beds, get different colors and devise a color-coding system that makes sense to you.

	Take and save photos, with notes, on your phone.

	Tell somebody else. I’m serious! Even if the person or people you live with aren’t helping with the garden, earnestly explaining your plans and system out loud is a great way to fix it in your thinking and in your memory. Plus, it makes you endearing company.







Chapter 19

Dealing with Bed Maintenance and Repair


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Fixing rot and buckling in wooden beds

[image: Bullet] Maintaining and repairing metal beds

[image: Bullet] Caring for fabric beds



Like outdoor furniture, raised beds outdoors, year after year, begin to show wear and tear. Even as they serve you well, you know they won’t last forever. But you can take certain steps to keep them going longer.

In this chapter, I address head-on the things that go awry, naturally or otherwise, and suggest possible responses. Some of these are maintenance tasks, some are fixes, and some are short-term patches worth trying. Eventually you may decide a raised bed has reached the end of its road. If that’s the case, I talk about that too (hint: no need to add debris to the landfill).

For ease of your reference, I segregate the types of beds: wooden ones first, then metal, and lastly, fabric.



Caring For and Fixing Wooden Beds

The following goes over what you may see and what you can do with wooden beds.


Preventing rot

Wooden raised beds are perishable. It simply doesn’t last forever. Know that from the get-go. Filling it with dampened soil mix that stays moistened for months on end as your plants grow isn’t a recipe for keeping rot away. You can prevent rot or at least reduce it in various ways, including smart siting, using better-quality wood, or pretreating the lumber. Here are the details:


Looking where you set them up

Raised beds are often set up in contact with the ground, which increases the opportunity for moisture and thus boring insect damage and rot. Setting yours up over barriers such as weed-block fabric, cardboard, screen mesh, and/or gravel seems to help mitigate this problem somewhat — especially gravel, which allows excess water to drain away faster. Chapter 7 includes details about establishing a larger area (with paths between beds).



Considering the type of wood

Furthermore, the type of wood you choose makes a difference. You can build your raised bed out of rot-resistant wood such as cedar, cypress, black locust, or redwood and gain many more years. However, those options are expensive. But you may be persuaded. I don’t recommend pressure-treated lumber for beds in which you grow food plants because the embedded chemical preservatives can leach into your soil mix. Refer to Chapter 3 for more information.



Prolonging wood life

Most lumber, even cheap untreated raw pine boards, can enjoy a longer life when you:


	Coat them with a preserving oil at the outset and repeat the application every fall after you’ve wrapped up the gardening year and cleaned up. Paint all sides with a safe oil-based, food-safe, water-repellent sealant, or with organic (raw) linseed oil. Do this on a dry, sunny day so it dries faster. Chapter 4 gives you more details.

	Wipe the exterior clean of dirt and mud when it builds up. Take a rag or deploy a stiff brush or broom; it doesn’t take much time, and it does help.






Dealing with rot

By the time you detect rot somewhere along the lengths of your wood raised beds, it may be more widespread than you realize. As soon as you notice this problem, respond by consulting the following:


Assessing the extent

Evaluate by getting down on your hands and knees and checking around your raised beds. Any part in contact with the ground is susceptible to rot. Also, joints and corners are vulnerable.

Bring along a rag or, perhaps better, a stiff wire brush. Press the wood, seeking telltale soft spots. Swipe aside dirt, mud, sawdust, and debris so you can get a good look.



Fixing minor damage

After you identify the rotten areas, you can take out the rot. It isn’t going to get any better and if you do nothing, the rot will surely get worse. Thoroughly scrape and pry out the rot using whatever tool suits: a wire brush, screwdriver, wood chisel, even a router with a V-shaped bit.

Then, wipe the wood clean and patch with epoxy or liquid wood hardener, available at any hardware or home-supply store. Brush a food-safe wood preservative over the whole area and a bit beyond for good measure.



Knowing what to do when it finally rots out

Should you discover that the boards are so decayed that bugs and fungi are making their happy home there and that the bed is now slumping, it’s time for major action. You may have to remove entire boards and replace them with similar or better wood (don’t forget the wood preservative this time). When you do replace them, secure well by using lots of (galvanized) screws or nails.

[image: Tip] Taking off the side of a raised bed means the contents may slump. Putting in a replacement board in the old spot can become tricky. A way around this is to work at the season’s end and after you’ve allowed the soil mix to dry out (drier soil mix tends to hold its shape).

If more than one board needs replacing, take on the project one board at a time, working your way around.

Replacing a board could be an opportunity to make improvements or to fix the things that were bothering you about the bed. For example, you may decide to get rid of the cap boards or trim, put in taller replacement boards, and/or do more reinforcing of the corners or sides (see Chapter 4).



Disposing of rotten pieces and boards

Here are some options for getting rid of the discarded pieces:


	Compost. You can put untreated rotten wood in a compost pile, assuming it’s really disintegrating. If the pieces are too big, they won’t fit and would take forever to break down further, in which case I recommend you chop or bash them up into smaller bits first.

	Set them aside. Stack rotted and partially rotted boards out of the way where they can finish breaking down over time and return to the earth. Because fungi, beetles, other small critters, and possibly even dreaded carpenter ants, aid and abet this process, make sure the spot is well away from wooden structures like your house, garage, or shed.

	Consider other ideas. Here are a few other ideas to contemplate: 

	Make a trail. I’ve also used such boards on a makeshift trail through a swampy area, knowing they’ll be useful until they safely disintegrate.

	Frame. Frame flower borders or paths in other parts of your property, assuming you like the rustic look and understand it’s temporary.

	Trash. Send rotted wood away with the household trash where organic trash is collected and picked up in “green” bins.

	Go hügelkultur. Use them as hügelkultur fodder in another raised bed (consult Chapter 8). There’s a certain poetic or full-circle justice to that, eh?










Preventing and repairing buckling

Yes, you could have prevented buckling from the onset if you’d properly braced the sides of your wooden raised bed at construction time (Chapter 4 covers that in some detail). I recommend you support every four feet in the form of a 2×4 or similar chunk of wood or, if not that, even something strong and rigid such as a piece of PVC pipe or rebar.

Your wooden raised bed only tends to buckle, if it’s going to, when it’s full of heavy, moistened soil mix. Taller ones made out of stacked boards, not surprisingly, buckle more often. In any event, the contents exert a lot of pressure. You’ll observe the problem sooner or later, and not only if you didn’t brace sufficiently at the beginning. Sometimes the fault can be traced to thin or poor-quality boards.

If it happens, don’t ignore it, because more than likely will only worsen over time until your raised bed is no longer structurally sound. Get in there and brace now rather than later.

Bracing buckling sides on the interior wall may be inconvenient or difficult after a bed is full of mix and plants. In that case, brace on the outside.

Here are some installation tips for remedial (“better late than never”) bracing:


	Install at 4-foot intervals, or even closer, if you deem necessary. At this stage, more bracing is better than less.

	Brace materials should not only be strong (boards, PVC pipe, or rebar, as mentioned previously) but also measure taller than the height of the bed. After you pound or drive the brace materials in — with a hammer, mallet, rock, or board — they can be even with or a little higher than the top.

	Drive or pound in braces as flush to the slumping side as possible.

	Secure the braces to the side well, if possible. For boards, just use abundant screws or nails.

	If you have the time, money, and inclination, a more elaborate solution is to put up new boards all around, securely fastening them to the existing raised bed. Or you can stack bricks or pavers. Yes, doing so makes a broader bed, but it also hides the faltering bed from view even as it supports it.



[image: Remember] Understand that shoring up may not look beautiful, but it’s better than letting the bed continue to slump or, worse, fall apart.



Stabilizing corners

Even the most adept carpenter, working on outdoor projects with quality wood, sees their work come apart over time, even if slightly. Time passes, wood dries, wood warps, wood shifts. In the case of wood raised beds, it’s often most evident in the corners.

Chapter 4 provides details about reinforcing corners. No matter how neatly they meet on construction day, you can also stabilize corners with metal connectors or braces. If you did that, maybe all you need to do is check them and retighten as needed.


Adding metal belatedly

To address buckling, you can also add metal braces later. Get big, sturdy, galvanized steel ones and install them securely. If a corner is significantly coming apart, adding metal won’t pull it back together perfectly. However, it can discourage the boards from parting further. Flip back to Chapter 4 for options and details.



Tightening up

In any event, you can always add screws or nails to the corners to compel them to hold or hold better. At minimum, tighten up or rehammer the ones that are already there.



Keeping perspective

You may not even notice that the corners are loosening until you read this. Some slight buckling may not be a big deal to you, and you don’t want to do anything about it. I suggest that you study those corners for a moment and ask yourself: What harm? Are your plants adversely affected? Is soil mix spilling out? Or does the raised bed just look ever-so-slightly messy? Maybe do nothing. Your call!





Maintaining Metal Beds

Some raised-bed gardeners, wary of or fed up with the perishability of wood, turn to metal beds. They cost more, but perhaps over time, you judge that the investment is worthwhile. They certainly last for many years — a decade or two — and have fewer problems. Check out the following sections for information on maintenance and how to respond to potential issues with these beds.


Cleaning

The argument for hosing or wiping down your metal raised beds reminds me of the argument for washing your vehicle periodically. You invested in it because you liked the look, including the color. The same goes for your raised bed. Don’t let it get so dirty or dusty that you and others can’t appreciate it. Also, cleaning really does enhance the life of metal.

Using plain water is fine, though some manufacturers say that you can wash the sides using a bucket of mild soapy water and a soft sponge. Again, it’s like washing your car … only much smaller.



Dealing with dings, dents, scratches

Any type of scrapes, dings, dents, and such can happen from time to time — somebody accidentally runs the weedwhacker or lawnmower too close or a rock, tool, lacrosse stick, or fireplace log somehow hits the side of a metal bed. But metal beds are tough, and the damage is likely to be purely cosmetic. If it bothers you, consult the next section regarding treating rust.



Watching out for corrosion or rust

The good news is, the best metal raised beds are made from heavy-duty galvanized steel, which has been treated with a zinc coating and impressively resists corrosion and rusting. Inexpensive, non-galvanized, and thinner metal does corrode over time, especially when constantly exposed to the moisture of a raised bed. Cheaper beds don’t hold up well. You get what you pay for.

The potential for rust and leaching is greater if the soil mix happens to be acidic (pH of 5 or lower). Raised-bed soil is typically neutral, so this usually isn’t an issue (Chapter 3 discusses this more).

Where corrosion and rust can occur is at the places where the provided bolts and screws fasten. It’s surface rust, unsightly rather than a worry; they should still hold the bed together well. If it bothers you, however, just replace them with stainless steel ones.

Eventually, yes, with prolonged exposure to moisture and weather, rust may happen. Here’s how to repair:


	Remove the rust by sanding or with a stiff wire brush and then wipe clean.

	Apply a metal primer labeled for use in repairing rusty spots and let it dry completely.

Find a match with rust-inhibiting, zinc-based paint that is formulated for use on metal (it comes in spray cans) and touch up the trouble spot according to the label directions.






Preventing and fixing buckling

Buckling issues are uncommon with good-quality beds. Cheaper, thinner-sided ones, such as those made of salvaged metal, can bow and buckle once the soil mix and plants are in. For this reason, some DIYers make hybrid beds of sturdy wooden frames with metal sides (as I describe in Chapter 3).

Properly assembled metal raised-bed kits, with the provided horizontal braces installed as directed by the manufacturer, are reliably stable and strong. Those supports are critical, especially in larger beds. Skip them or install them wrong, and bowing and buckling can happen.




Caring for Fabric Raised Beds

Fabric raised beds are special-use, in my opinion. Complete care instructions are supplied by the manufacturer, but here’s a rundown of the basics, from placement to general maintenance to how to best store them.


Placing them in the right location

A major asset of fabric raised beds is that they allow air and water to flow through easily. Set them up out in the open so the breathable fabric can operate correctly. Also set up on a level surface so the bed doesn’t drain unevenly. (Never set one up in a spot that’s soggy or already drains poorly.)



Maintaining seasonally

During the growing season, you’re probably much more interested in what’s growing in the fabric raised bed, but you can still spare a little time now and then to wipe or rinse off the sides if they get muddy or dirty.

At season’s end, after the harvest is done, scoop out the soil mix, rinse the bed thoroughly with the hose, and let it dry out in the sun. Don’t waste the soil mix; store it in a tub or plastic trash barrel for reuse next spring, spread it around your landscape, and/or add it to other beds or your compost pile.



Dismantling and storing

A fabric raised bed breaks down as easily as it was put together. Just tug apart the PVC piping frame and store it and its connectors in a shed or garage for the winter. After the fabric is clean and dry, you can fold and store in the same area.






Chapter 20

Giving Your Beds a Break


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Discovering that your bed is in trouble and deciding what to do

[image: Bullet] Finding ways to help a struggling raised bed

[image: Bullet] Emptying, refilling, dismantling

[image: Bullet] Taking a year off



I’m tucking in this chapter because although raised beds can work hard for you, sometimes you or they may need a break.

Perhaps the soil mix has sunk and appears depleted. You might, for personal reasons (time away from home for a spell, for example), want to hit the pause button and not plant anything for a season. Or maybe you’re thinking the bed should be emptied out completely and refilled. Perhaps the bed itself is worn out (wooden beds, especially) and it’s just time to tear down and start over. This chapter can help you navigate these matters without confusion or stress.



Facing Common Problems

There are a variety of reasons why you’d suspect the mix in a raised bed isn’t in peak condition, or depleted. These sections look at the causes and then the possible remedies.


Sensing that something’s not right

You may have noticed the following and are wondering what to do. Here I suggest some remedies:


	You know or suspect the bed had a faulty start. You didn’t know what to fill the bed with, and/or didn’t read or heed the information in Chapter 8. Perhaps you used potting soil (which is too light) or regular garden soil (which is too heavy), tried hügelkultur incorrectly or in a too-shallow bed, or mixed in bigger chunks of organic material (including whole, matted autumn leaves rather than chopping them up first) that hasn’t broken down.

	The bed has a funky smell. Poorly drained soil mix, mix that’s too dense and heavy, unfortunately leads to a rotten-eggs or sewage-like smell. Yuck! This is due to lack of oxygen, which leads to anaerobic conditions (bacteria and microbes can’t operate as they should).

	The level is dropping and/or uneven. This indicates that materials you put in, especially in the lower layers, are breaking down unevenly. You put in too much non-mix material (leaves, straw, and such) or, if trying hügelkultur, chunks or logs that were too large and fresh and/or unevenly distributed throughout the bed. These things disrupt and slow decomposition.

	The plants are doing poorly. They’re stunted or not growing, look unhealthy (flagging, yellowing or dying leaves, poor or no harvest, and so on). They’re trying to tell you the mix isn’t nutritious and/or not draining properly. In this weakened condition, pests and diseases may move in, making a bad situation worse.

	The plants are wilting, losing color and buds/fruit, and unproductive. A bit different from the previous bullet, this situation may suggest a hydration problem. The mix dries out too fast or drains too quickly, you’re not watering enough or not watering consistently, or you failed to add a mulch layer. Any or all of these things!

	The mix won’t absorb water. Whether it’s water you provide or the occasional summer rain, the mix seems impervious and pools form. You may also notice the mix pulling away from the sides of the bed. This condition is called hydrophobia.

	Weeds have invaded and your plants can’t cope. This problem unfortunately is on you. Weeds are wily and aggressive and often fast-growing; you must’ve let them get a foothold, not intervened, and now they’ve taken over. They’re not only usurping real estate in the bed, but they’re also using the moisture and nutrients to fuel their growth. Most veggies, flowers, and herbs simply can’t compete.





Exploring ways to help the bed and plants

The best-case scenario is that you can improve your watering habits, and/or start fertilizing and the bed will recover. Review the care information in Chapter 16 so you know how to do these things correctly.

The worst-case scenario is that the mix is bad enough that you need to amend it significantly, or even replace it. That means taking out the plants, emptying most or all of the bed, and starting afresh; consult Chapter 8 for all the details. The most likely fix is significantly increasing the amount of good decomposed organic matter.

Specifically for hydrophobic (non-absorbent, compacted) mix, the issue is also probably insufficient organic matter. You have to add some, ideally aged compost or manure, or both, then stir it in thoroughly — a garden fork works great. Doing so improves aeration and absorption.

In between the extremes, smaller remedies can certainly rescue your growing season, such as the following:


	Mulch! Too often gardeners skip or forget this step, but an inch, or two, or even more of good organic mulch can do a lot for a raised-bed garden. It can smother or slow weeds, hold in moisture, and moderate soil temperatures. If you don’t know what to use, review the information in Chapter 15.

	Clean up. Pull out plants that are doing poorly. Yank out and dispose of weeds.

	Change how you water. Water more, or less. Or alter your method — maybe hose-watering is inefficient and not enough. Maybe water has gotten on the leaves (leading to disease) and not reached the roots where it’s needed. Perhaps it’s time to snake in a leaky hose and to consider (next year) installing a drip system. Consult Chapter 15 for options.



[image: Remember] Get or get back in the habit of replenishing the soil mix in the fall after cleanup and again in the spring prior to planting. Replenish with several good inches of organic soil amendments (particularly mature compost). Chapter 15 has details.




Considering Emptying and Refilling

To be perfectly clear: don’t empty and refill every year. Certainly not annually, like you may with your potted plants and hanging baskets and so forth. Assuming you’ve filled your raised beds with good mix and are working to nurture it, there’s no reason. In fact, to do so would derail or set back the ecosystem you’ve launched, the sustained rich organic growing medium that takes several seasons to create.

Undertaking this chore is mercifully rare. Review the following two sections to determine if you need to do this, and if so, how best to proceed.


Determining when it’s time

The need to empty and refill may arise. It could be more than “I don’t like the way it looks” or “I regret placing it there.”

When should you take this drastic step? I call it drastic simply because it takes time, effort, and money — truly, it’s starting all over. Here’s when to consider this:


	The soil mix is contaminated.

	Cats or other animals are using your raised bed to nest or as a litter box. (They can be thwarted — refer to Chapter 16.)

	A disease or pest has run rampant, disfiguring or killing your plants and reducing or ruining your harvests and killing your joy.

	You neglected to block the bottom of the bed, and weeds and/or tunneling critters are invading. You need to redo with weed-blocking fabric and/or wire mesh underneath (check out Chapter 6).

	It’s been many years (a decade or more) and the raised bed seems to need a refresh — increasingly, plants aren’t thriving.

	It’s a wooden bed and it has finally disintegrated.





Emptying and refilling: The how-to

If you plan to keep the bed itself, follow these steps:


	Pick a cool, comfortable day to work on.

For your comfort and safety, I recommend donning work clothes, gloves, hat, sunscreen, bug spray, and so on.


	Empty the bed by loosening and extracting the mix in chunks if you can and then tossing them on a tarp or in a wheelbarrow.

	Clean out all lingering mix (and any clinging roots) with the help of a stiff spray from the hose (and/or a wire brush).

	Dispose of the mix properly (trash bin or per your municipality’s guidelines if contaminated, otherwise distribute to other gardening areas in your yard).

	Refill properly with a variety of organic materials I describe in Chapter 8.

In particular, use plenty of good compost.




[image: Tip] You may need a shovel, trowel, wheelbarrow or tarp for piling waste, and a hose. I suggest getting a helper or two, to speed up the work.




Deciding to Tear Down

If you make up your mind to tear down this project, here are the steps.


	Pick a cool, comfortable day to work on.

For your comfort and safety, I recommend donning work clothes, gloves, hat, sunscreen, bug spray, and so on.


	Empty the bed before dealing with the structure by loosening and extracting the mix in chunks if you can and then tossing them on the tarp or in a wheelbarrow.

	Dispose of the mix properly (trash bin or per your municipality’s guidelines if contaminated, otherwise distribute to other gardening areas in your yard).

	Undo or tear apart all four corners of the raised bed and dismantle and discard the wood.

	If it’s a metal bed: Repurpose the pieces or recycle them at a scrap yard.

	If it’s a fabric bed: These types of beds are actually emptied each fall (unless too big) because winter can be hard on them and freeze the contents. The fabric’s breathability is an asset during the growing season, but not in hard winters.







[image: Tip] If a bed is still usable but you’re done with it, consider giving it to someone or a community organization who can use it.

You may need a shovel, trowel, crowbar, hammer or cordless screwdriver for extracting hardware, wheelbarrow, or a tarp for piling waste. Get a helper or two to make the project go more quickly.



Skipping a Year

There are all sorts of reasons to take a year off from raised-bed gardening. You won’t be home enough to take care of it. You’re discouraged. You’re tired and don’t have helpers. An injury, surgery, or new baby is sidelining you for a spell. Your body can’t handle the planting, maintenance, and harvesting. You need to think over more carefully which things you want to grow. And so on. All valid.

Do it if you must. Believe that you’ll return to the bed later, with fresh ideas and renewed enthusiasm.

Meanwhile, I offer useful tips. One or more may strike a chord with you:


	Don’t just let go. Clean up after your final harvest. Pull out all the spent plants and weeds.

	Dig in a whole bunch of good organic matter and/or ProMix and leave it to meld for a spell, a season or a whole year. Check on it periodically and top off as needed to maintain the soil-mix level.

	Consider planting a cover crop, which grows over the winter and then decomposes in place. This way, invading weeds are blocked and at least, the soil mix you’ve worked to build is maintained and improved.

	Cover it to dissuade weeds — remember, “nature abhors a vacuum.” Lay over mulch 3 or more inches thick, flattened cardboard, even a plastic tarp. Weigh down the latter two with rocks or bricks. Check on and maintain the cover until you’re ready to resume — even if this means returning to it several times over the fallow spring and summer.

	Plant it next spring, but only with low-care plants and let them run rampant — herbs or easy annual flowers like nasturtiums, for example.







Chapter 21

A Year in a Raised-Bed Garden


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Starting off right in the spring

[image: Bullet] Keeping up with summer care

[image: Bullet] Knowing what and what not to do in autumn

[image: Bullet] Closing down and protecting for winter



This chapter consolidates what you need to know in a stand-alone chapter. Keep reading to envision the arc of your raised-bed gardening year. Because gardening in raised beds is a little different from in-ground gardening and not the same as container/planter-box gardening, some of these items and their timing may be news to you.

Long story short: Get into good habits with this endeavor and all shall be well! Less work, happy plants, good harvests — all the good things that persuaded you to do this in the first place, right?



Preparing for a New Gardening Year

Getting ready for spring gardening shouldn’t be hectic or disorganized, or you’ll just cause yourself extra work and stress. Here I share some good habits that will get your raised-bed garden off to a solid start.


Orienting to the season

Consider your starting point. Being clear about what you need to do is the precursor to doing it, correct? Here are the likely scenarios and how to launch accordingly:


	If you’re starting from scratch: If you haven’t even set up, built, or figured out where to put your raised bed(s), don’t waste any time. Refer to Chapter 1 to get underway.

	If your raised beds are set up and properly filled with soil mix: I know you’re eager to plant (and you’ve run through Part 3’s plant-selection chapters), but take a deep breath. Best not to plant or even add seeds until after the last frost, until after winter is truly done. Your local climate will dictate your start dates — watch the weather and check in with more experienced gardeners in your neighborhood or vicinity.

To be fair, some hardy vegetables can go in a touch earlier because they can tolerate cooler soil and air temperatures. Some examples are kale, spinach, and peas. Warmer-season crops have to wait until danger of frost has passed. Some examples are most annual flowers, tomatoes, peppers, and basil.






Preparing to plant

A spring start entails looking over what needs to be done to make your raised bed(s) ready for gardening, both externally and internally. Attend to the following:


	Check the structure of your beds. Go out and take a close look at them. Inspect to see whether they need repairs (Has a board or screw come loose?) or shoring up (Is a side or corner crooked or slumping?). Consult Chapter 19, which is all about taking care of the beds (not the contents).

	Clean up. Pull out weeds that snuck in and throw them in the trash. If there are remains of last year’s crops and flowers, pull them out and toss them in your compost pile.

	Check the soil-mix level. Add compost, aged manure, and/or other organic materials to both raise the level and improve the mix. Many raised-bed gardeners find a routine addition of (specifically) compost each spring is ideal.

	Mix and stir a bit. Gently turn the top several inches to a foot of your soil mix, aiming to blend in the organic delivery as well as to improve aeration and drainage.



[image: Warning] Do you have a soggy soil mix? Don’t mess with it yet! If you do, you can compact the bed and harm the texture. Wait until it has warmed up and dried out before adding anything, including plants. Check by grabbing a handful of soil and squeezing. It should hold together but crumble when you open your hand. If it clumps and oozes water, it’s still too wet to work in.

Now is the time to plan — just don’t overplan (be realistic about how many plants you need, I mean). Figure out what you want to plant. Browse seeds and plants in colorful print catalogs or online websites, even if you ultimately intend to shop at local garden centers or plant sales. Chapter 9 discusses your options.



Getting underway

Here are some quick tips for narrowing down your planting plans (refer to Chapter 9 for more ideas):


	Find out details about your desired plants, including mature bulk and height, bloom time, days-to-maturity (harvest), sun needs.

	Make lists or drawings for each bed. Envision, calculate.

	Admit that you can’t grow it all! Make and save wish lists, promising yourself that you’ll try other plants next year.



When you’re ready to get your hands dirty, follow these simple steps:


	Take an extra week or so to “harden off” seedlings by gradually acclimating them to outdoor life (bring them indoors at night).

	Install young plants early in the season, for most, after the danger of frost is past.

	Water them in.

	Mulch, applying several good inches of mulch throughout the bed (but not flush up against the stems, which could cause rot).

	Check on them often and take good care of them!






Monitoring through the Summer Months

Your beds are full and your plants are growing. Here’s a roundup of basic things that need doing: A good visit to your raised-bed area on any given day for an hour or more can find you doing some or all. So no need to memorize or make lists — just show up.

[image: Remember] The key to raised-gardening success really is simply this: Pay attention and don’t neglect!


Watering and weeding

You can water and weed often, maybe even daily depending on your climate. Here’s an overview to what you need to know:


	Watering: Like smaller pots, containers, and planter boxes, raised beds dry out faster than similar-size in-ground gardens, so regular watering is key. Spend time daily to check if your raised beds need irrigating. Water in the morning so your plants head into the heat of a summer day well-hydrated.

Should this chore start to overwhelm you or not fit into your daily schedule, consider tucking in a soaker hose or irrigation system, perhaps on a timer. You can find details in Chapter 15.


	Weeding: Weeds are wily, but they’re also vulnerable when they’re still young. Getting rid of them while they’re small also means they’ll never have a chance to go to seed and/or their root systems will be less tenacious.

If you check often, you can keep ahead of weeds, plucking them out by the roots. Sometimes, though, you may not notice them until later, such as when a towering thistle emerges from the foliage it was hiding under and raises its thistly head above your peppers or tomato plants. Pull it out by the roots and throw it away in the trash (not in your compost pile). You don’t have to speak kindly to it as you do.






Addressing soil-level concerns and mulching

Additionally you want to be ahead of soil-level and mulching, which I briefly explain here:


	Soil-level: Dropping or slumping soil level is a fact of life in raised beds. It’s not a bad thing, though. It indicates that your soil mix is doing that organic-gardening thing and slowly but steadily consuming the organic ingredients you’ve supplied. The drop is often most dramatic in your bed’s first year, as the process gets underway. It moderates over the years as the mix enriches and matures.

A bed will always need topping off or, as you sometimes hear it termed, need top dressing. Do this as the need arises, scooting mulch aside or adding more mulch after. Top off with organic materials that you’ve been using all along — a good list of suggested suitable materials is in Chapter 15.


	Mulching: Mulching is a huge time- and trouble-saver. I can’t emphasize this enough. If you didn’t mulch your plants in spring right after planting, it’s not too late to mend your ways, acknowledge the gardening author was right, and get right to it. Apply a couple inches thick throughout your raised beds; remember, don’t smush it up close against plant stems.





Creating sheltering shade

Although sunshine is so important for fueling plant growth, the ripening of veggies and fruit, and the unfurling of flowers, some summer days are just too hot. Even when you’re keeping up with watering and mulching, blazing sunny days can begin to stress out the plants in your raised beds. Maybe a little shade can help.

Adding shade usually isn’t a casual project, that is, don’t just set up something and walk away for a few days. You can provide shade at midday and remove it in the evening, only to put back tomorrow. Your call.

Here are several ways you can provide welcome but temporary shade:


	An umbrella: Just secure it somehow right where you position it, so it can’t fall over and smash growing plants, or blow away into the next county.

	Lightweight beach chairs: Just open them and set them over the beds … they tend to be tall enough. You may have to secure them.

	Shade cloth (row cover fabric): A shade cloth (see Figure 21-1) is a special fabric available where gardening supplies are sold. Among its many benefits:


	It prevents sunscald of your plants.

	It lowers the temperatures inside your beds, keeping the soil and air somewhat cooler.

	It helps prevent water loss.

	It slows or prevents bolting.



[image: Tip] Instead of merely draping shade cloth over the plants you’re trying to protect, install supports. Hoops are perfect, but they require some work (see Chapter 4 for more about shopping and installing them). Jamming stakes, sticks, or pipes into a bed’s corners and strategically laying the cloth over can suffice. Don’t forget, though, to secure the cloth’s outer edges or they’ll just flap around or sail off in a breeze.




[image: Illustration of a raised garden bed with plants covered by a shade cloth supported by poles.]© John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
FIGURE 21-1: Blazing hot day? Temporarily shield your raised bed with shade cloth. 




Maintaining paths in good shape

Plants are growing in your raised beds, ‘tis the season, but it’s also prime weed-growing time. Keep a lookout for weeds sprouting in your garden paths. Chapter 7 has details on your path alternatives, but even if you’ve done a diligent job, weeds can still blow in or sneak in right at the outer edge of beds where you might not have blocked them sufficiently.

Furthermore, heavy use of paths between raised beds, by you and others and by a wheelbarrow, can wear down the covering layer. Keep an eye out and replenish because doing so keeps the area looking better and it helps suppress weeds.

If your paths are grass, more than likely you discover that mowing usually isn’t sufficient. A visit from the string trimmer after mowing keeps the edges tidy and unwanted growth at bay.

[image: Warning] One thing I don’t recommend using to keep your raised-bed area’s paths tidy is weedkillers. Herbicides can drift, and you’re working perilously close to plants you want and may eat. Also some of the products aren’t safe for people or pets to be around, at least shortly after application. I don’t risk spraying. If you have a chronic weed problem, the fault may be in the job you did smothering the ground beforehand (or rather, not smothering) and/or the path material you chose.



Checking on plant health

Inspect your babies as they grow. Watch for signs of distress or trouble, such as wilting, yellowing or dropped leaves, aborted flowers, or insect or slug/snail nibbling. The earlier you catch a problem, of course, the faster you can respond.

If a plant is in rough shape, the simplest action usually is to yank it out and replace it with a healthy one. (If it’s diseased or pest-infested, dispose of it with the household trash.)

You can discover more detailed information about prevention, diagnosis, and treatment in Chapter 16, but the main thing to remember is a tidy, cared-for bed tends to be a healthy, low-maintenance bed.



Keeping up with your plants

If you take good care of your raised-bed gardens, whoa, the plants will grow.

Don’t let your raised beds become an overgrown, difficult-t0-manage tangle as summer progresses. Enforce boundaries and manage growth. Sure, plants will tumble over the sides and reach for the sky, but you can keep some semblance of order by sticking to these tips:


	Pinch back or clipping off excess stems and leaves. Get in the habit of grooming the plants regularly. Use your fingers or clippers, taking care not to yank or harm the plant.

	Remove spent flowers and faded foliage. Doing so makes way for fresh new buds and flowers and renewed growth. Some plants, like tomatoes, produce suckers, shoots that branch off the main stem but produce no flowers or fruit; clip these off because they’re a drain on the main plant.

	Harvest veggies and fruit as they ripen. Don’t let them fall off and rot, which is not only a darn shame but also encourages plant diseases and attracts wasps, ants, and other foraging critters you don’t want hanging out in your garden. (Chapter 17 shares some harvesting techniques and tips.)

	Take out plants when they’re done producing. For instance, remove the broccoli or cilantro as soon as it bolts or goes to seed. This provides more elbow room for adjacent plants and creates space if you want to put in some other plant, the same or a different kind.

	Help plants on supports stay on the supports. You can tuck wayward stems back within bounds or secure them to their stake or support with ties (strips of soft cloth such as old T-shirts work great).



[image: Tip] Many herbs (basil, thyme, sage, and so on) flower when mature. To prolong the leafy harvest and keep the plants bushier and more compact, clip or pinch off these flowers as they appear.




Transitioning to Autumn

Fall’s cooler weather does cause plant growth to slow down, but it’s not time for you to relax, oh no, not yet. After harvesting tapers off, put your raised bed to bed properly. These sections explain what you need to attend to.


Enjoying late harvests and cool-season growers

The arrival of fall doesn’t have to be the end, so extend your season. Raised beds tend to hold soil warmth a bit longer. You can also drape a row cover (also called a floating row cover, available wherever gardening supplies are sold) over the beds to help retain warmth and prolong growth and therefore harvesting. Assuming the weather stays mild a bit longer and frost isn’t imminent, pull out the last of your summer plants and tuck in plants that actually produce well in the cooler weather.

Examples include salad greens, spinach, kale, collards, peas, broccoli, and cauliflower — to name a few. Often the cooler weather actually improves their flavor, making it sweeter. Consult Part 3 for more specifics and/or watch what other gardeners in your neighborhood are succeeding with in the fall and follow suit.

[image: Tip] Often the focus is on edible plants, but a fun thing to plant in your raised beds in fall is spring-blooming bulbs, which need a winter chilling period: tulips, daffodils, maybe a mix. Imagine how you’ll enjoy the sight of them next spring. (And yes, you’ll still be able to plant the beds with other things after that.) Refer to Chapter 11 for more specifics.



Cleaning up

As plants wind down, and especially after you’ve enjoyed them and what they produced (tomatoes for salads, flowers for bouquets, herbs for cooking, and so on), you’re ready to do the following: 


	Take out the plants.

Assuming they aren’t diseased or pest-ridden, just done, simply toss the debris into your compost pile.


	Pull out, wipe off, and store garden decor and plant supports such as stakes, trellises, and tomato cages.

	Tackle the full bed.

Go through the entire thing one last time, taking out plant debris and neatening up. (Root systems don’t necessarily have to be extracted because they’ll rot in place and help secure the soil mix in place.) This work helps prevent any pests or diseases from lingering over the winter to trouble your beds next year.


	Work any remaining mulch into the upper layer of the soil mix.





Adding a compost delivery

Send your raised beds into winter nourished. Do this by gently mixing and stirring in a generous amount of aged compost (several inches thick over the entire bed). Compost enriches the mix, helps improve the soil structure, and contributes to good aeration.

Don’t skip this chore because it benefits the health of the soil mix — and thus to future residents. Indeed, I urge you to make a fall compost delivery an annual habit.

[image: Tip] Additionally or alternatively, add dry, chopped up autumn leaves or an organic fertilizer to the bed in fall.



Sprucing up the box’s exterior

If your raised bed is a wood one, you can extend its life by treating it after the plants are out and you have better access. Give the exterior a nice coat of linseed or tung oil — both are biodegradable and food-safe — with a rag or broad paintbrush. The oil soaks in and penetrates the wood, preventing fungi and bacteria that cause rotting. (When done, wipe any lingering oil on your wooden tool handles.) Then clean or discard the rag or brush safely because the oil is flammable.

If your beds are metal, hose or sponge them off. Check for any dings or damage, and paint or patch. (Details in Chapter 19.)




Closing Down for Winter

All done, time to rest! Well, maybe not so fast. The following explains what else you can do.


Emptying out the smallest beds

If you live in a place where winters are freezing and snowy and your raised beds are small (say, 2 feet × 3 feet), wood or metal, empty them out for the season. Otherwise freeze-thaw cycles may damage them. Reserve the soil mix somewhere in a sack or bin if you can; it seems a shame to waste it.



Protecting late crops

Especially in milder climates, raised beds can continue to produce usable food heading into the winter months. Consider the following:


	If you’ve put hoops over the bed, drape and fasten row covers over it to protect the crops within, especially if frost is predicted.

	If you’ve planted garlic or left some carrots, parsnips, turnips, or potatoes, mound up the soil mix over them and add a blanket of straw (not hay, because of weed seeds!) to keep them sheltered and cozy. Pop out there now and then to get something good to eat.



[image: Tip] Keep a brush handy (like the kind you use to clean snow off your car), so you can wipe snow off the row cover.



Contemplating cover crops

If you’re in a cooler climate, you can leave the bed empty and fallow now. But consider cover crops for the winter/off-season. Sow in fall and let the plants grow — they do grow quickly. Plan to dig the remains next spring, several weeks before you want to plant afresh. More than a placeholder, a cover crop helps improve the soil mix, adding organic matter and, often, fixing nitrogen from the air.

Easily seeded choices include clover, winter wheat, winter rye, and alfalfa.



Simply covering up

The mulch layer is often sufficient for overwintering a raised bed. Or you can finish up by laying something over the bed for the winter months that keeps the contents from blowing or rinsing away. Lay down straw, flattened cardboard, a tarp, or a fabric cover. But be sure to secure whatever you choose so winter winds can’t shred it or whip it off. Weigh it down with rocks or bricks. Leave in place till spring returns.






Part 5

The Part of Tens


IN THIS PART …
 

	Discover the advantages of raised beds.

	Choose the easiest and most bountiful plants.

	Make the bed and area look attractive.







Chapter 22

Ten Reasons to Grow in Raised Beds


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Discovering why raised beds pamper plants

[image: Bullet] Rallying from a lousy setting to a lush garden

[image: Bullet] Enjoying the ease and pleasure of raising plants in elevated beds

[image: Bullet] Thwarting critters that threaten your garden

[image: Bullet] Tending a tidy-looking display



Garden styles and sizes, of course, vary with climates and gardeners. Big vegetable patches. Some pretty potted plants set to the side as a welcome up a set of front steps. Orchards. Elaborate kitchen gardens with neat beds. Rose borders. Daffodil and tulip extravaganzas. Zen and rock gardens that showcase small and elegant plants. Unruly raspberry bushes that take over a backyard. Gorgeous, high-maintenance, all-summer-color perennial beds. Scruffy pollinator gardens that defiantly fill curb strips. And so on.

With raised beds, you can approximate practically any of those, and more. Sure, beds tend to be of modest size and are bounded by their edges. And — pleasant surprise — you can find success and bountiful happy plants in a raised-bed environment. This chapter counts some of the ways.



Making a Good Garden in a Tricky Site

Where soil is lousy (hardpan, heavy clay, infertile, sandy, prone to weeds), placing a raised bed or two over the top of that situation lets you forget those troubles. Doing so also applies to sunny areas on pavement or patio as well as spots where you’re leery of soil contaminated by, for example, solvents, farm chemicals, or buried toxic materials.

Instead of trying to fix an inhospitable situation, set up a raised bed over the top of it. After that, put in a soil mix you know is good (refer to Chapter 8) and grow what you want!



Enjoying Accessibility

Kneeling on the ground for hours, and stooping and bending, get more challenging as you get older and creakier. At the other end of the age spectrum, if you want to start a toddler off on a lifetime of gardening, being able to see and reach the plants isn’t always easy for them, either.

The beauty of raised beds is that they can be built or purchased at a comfortable height, whatever that might be. Indeed, you may wonder why you waited so long to install them because planting and working in an elevated bed is so easy and pleasurable.

Gardeners who use walkers or wheelchairs certainly can participate in and enjoy gardening if the raised beds are high enough and perhaps have customizations that increase access. See Chapter 2 for more information.



Containing Spreaders

Some plants are just a little too enthusiastic. After a while, they start taking over and shoving other plants aside as they do — and reining them in starts to look like a lot of weeding work.

That doesn’t mean you don’t love them; after all, you planted them. Oregano, mint, and feverfew, I’m looking at you!

Growing sprawlers, spreaders, and self-seeders don’t have to be off the table when you have a raised bed. The bed establishes boundaries. You can enjoy them, but not too much of them. Problem solved.

I suggest you still keep an eye on their ambitions, assuming that there’s open soil or other beds nearby. But putting them in a bed certainly helps keep such plants under control.



Conferring a Tidy Look

Every gardening year, at some point — usually mid- to late summer, a garden bed starts to get a bit unruly. The tomato plants are laden with ripening fruit. The dill plants are lush and loose. The mini pumpkin vines are considering jumping out and heading out across the lawn. The native wildflowers are blooming their pretty heads off.

When that happens, circumscribe a frame around this picture, and you have at least the feeling of neatness. The bounds of a raised bed aren’t just a stop sign for the plants, they’re there to remind you who’s in charge. If the edges start to disappear from sight, a visit with clippers brings the scene back into control.

Raised beds laden with herb crops or pollinator-attracting flowers can get a wild and weedy look after a few months as I discuss in Chapters 11 and 12. (You can cut plants back, which makes for a tidier look and also inspires them to produce vigorous and often compact new growth.) The bounds of the raised bed (wood or metal) signals that it’s a garden to neighbors who don’t understand or may be wondering.

I have a friend in a planned community who pushed the boundaries of the rules about unruly landscaping by growing her motley crew of happy plants in handsome, colorful metal raised beds and being diligent about patrolling and trimming back excessive growth. Her HOA grudgingly allowed the project because, actually, it looked terrific and, they admitted, tidy.



Leveraging a Longer Growing Season

Raised-bed soil mix warms up faster in the spring and retains lingering warmth as autumn returns, conditions that encourage plant growth.

This means you can extend the season for your plants. You can install plants in the bed earlier than would be possible with an in-ground garden (cold and mucky soil won’t be an issue). And, at the other end of the growing season, you can leave your plants in the comfortable environment of the raised bed a bit further into cooler weather.

You can also add hoops to support coverings that help hold in warmth, at either end of the season — more about that in Chapter 4.



Growing More Plants in Less Space

Because a raised bed can create wonderful growing conditions for all manner of plants and make it easier to keep vexing weeds at bay, you may be tempted to maximize and grow intensively, raising as much as you can. Plants (seeds and seedlings installed in spring or early fall) can certainly be planted closer together than they would be in the ground.

Even though the traditional row distances oft-recommended for in-ground gardens are meant to help you have access, access on all sides becomes easier with raised beds. Therefore, you can space rows more closely in a raised bed.

[image: Tip] Experiment with closing the distances and learn by trial-and-error. Or become a student of square-foot gardening, which among other things has codified how many plants fit in how much space and still be healthy and productive. Check out Chapter 9 for more details.



Setting Up in Limited Space

“Anyone can garden” was never more true than in the case of putting in a raised bed or two. If you live in a compact urban setting or don't have a lot of real estate to work with, a raised bed is a super-easy way to grow and enjoy plants. All you need is sufficient sun and perhaps 4 feet × 8 feet (go smaller or larger if you must) for a single raised bed. Chapter 5 discusses orienting and positioning information.

Yes, you can make a small in-ground garden bed in the same limited space, but with a raised bed, you can create wonderful growing conditions for the plants you choose and garden more intensively — you’ll be able to get more out of less space.



Thwarting Animal and Insect Pests

Gophers and groundhogs, just to name two major gardening enemies, have put the brakes on many a gardener’s dreams in some places. The digging, the eating, the brazen daylight raids, it’s all so disheartening.

Slugs and snails, too, can hamper your gardening efforts. Even birds can raid ripening crops.

Raised-bed gardening to the rescue. I’m not saying that marauding pests can’t enter a raised bed, but you can make sure they won’t reach it by tunneling in from below — a favored modus operandi — by lining a raised bed with a barrier that lets only water pass through. And you can defend your bed and its contents from the sides and above as well, if necessary. Refer to Chapters 6 and 16 for explanations.



Gaining Control Over Soil

If your native soil isn’t great, you may not want to spend the time and money necessary to bring it up to code, so to speak. True, the regular, diligent incorporation of organic matter to clay soil improves its tilth, making things less soggy. True, the regular, diligent incorporation of organic matter to sandy, infertile ground improves its health and water-retentiveness.

But maybe you can leave your native soil as is and install a few raised beds instead.

Inside those beds, you can put whatever type of soil you want and assure that it is good and fertile. You can tailor that soil to whatever you want to grow.



Providing Excellent Drainage

Poorly draining soil isn’t good for many plants. Rots rot, oxygen is inhibited (yes, you want some aeration in garden soil), and plants falter and often throw in the towel. Yet over and over again, you read “put this plant in well-drained soil and it will thrive.”

An easy solution is to create raised beds and fill them up with excellent soil mix, stuff that is organically rich and drains well and supplies just what most plants want.

[image: Remember] The flip side, of course, is that as water moves through and the roots take what they need, the soil will dry out. That’s why you need to consistently supply water to plants growing in a raised bed — either via visits with a watering can or hose, or with a leaky hose or more sophisticated (and, if you want, automated!) irrigation system. Details are in Chapter 15. Watering a garden is a necessary chore, but I’ve always considered it a golden opportunity to keep an eye on and get to know my charges. Good-draining soil is a gift to the plants and the gardener.





Chapter 23

Ten Top Choices for Easy Harvests


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Selecting flowers, herbs, fruits, and veggies that thrive in raised beds

[image: Bullet] Giving them the time, space, and soil mix they need to prosper

[image: Bullet] Appreciating their beauty and uses



With raised beds, you can easily pamper and please so many plants — thanks to the soil mix you add, the good drainage, and the overall manageability of the project. If you’re a beginning gardener, have experienced frustration with gardening, or even have just moved somewhere where conditions are new and unfamiliar, tasting success is important — and fun!

The key is to put in the right plants and enjoy them. But what are the right plants? That’s tough to answer, and not just because the choices are endless. Other considerations are your location and climate, not to mention your likes and dislikes.

That being said, certain plants are easy to grow and easy to love, almost anywhere — and especially when planted in the pleasant and growth-encouraging environment of a well-placed, well-prepared raised bed. If you desire carefree, productive plants, you can do no better than to select from the ones I list in this chapter. Start here and find out if you agree with me!

[image: Remember] Pretty much without exception, all of these plants are going to want to grow and produce in a spot with plentiful sunshine. Rather than repeat this important information every time, let me give you one succinct heads-up: Set up your raised bed(s) in a sunny spot. You can’t go wrong with providing six to eight hours of sun per day during the growing season (refer to Chapter 5 for clarification).



Arugula (Rocket)

Arugula (also known as rocket) is a fast-growing green, great for all kinds of salads, including potato salad, or cooked into a quiche. The tender young leaves are the best — a nutty dimension with a peppery bite.

[image: Tip] Plant very early in spring and again in fall; it’s six weeks or less to harvest. (As soon as the plants flower, the leaves turn bitter, so move quickly!) Plants grow well placed about 6 inches apart.



Basil

Few herbs are as widely used as basil — for who can resist fragrant, delicious basil? It enhances the flavor of sauces as well as many main dishes, especially in Italian and Asian cooking. Most popular is the bushy sweet basil, with its large, somewhat crinkly leaves.

[image: Tip] Start seed early indoors or buy baby plants when spring arrives; set them in your raised bed 8 to 12 inches apart. They like more fertile soil than other herbs. Start picking in 50 to 60 days, though a husky plant will go all summer, particularly if you diligently remove flowers as they appear.

You can plant many kinds of basil, so don't be afraid to branch out and try different ones. Look for lemon basil, which is a wonderful addition to fish dishes or a refreshing summer gazpacho. Other types are cinnamon, licorice, and Thai basils. The pert little rounded ‘Spicy Globe’ basil sports tiny but still flavorful leaves and makes a unique and carefree edging plant, even in a flower bed.



Chives

Easy to grow and more attractive than other members of the onion and garlic family, cheery chives are a great addition to any raised bed. The smallish, globe-shaped pink to purple flowers are pretty and the clump-forming plant doesn’t grow to towering heights or flop over. In mild climates, chives are perennial.

The grassy, hollow leaves are a popular addition to salads, soups, and dips. What you may not know is that the flowers are also edible and can be added to the same dishes. Set or thin plants to 6 to 12 inches apart. Start picking 60 days after sowing or 30 days from transplants.



Nasturtium

The jaunty flowers of nasturtiums bloom all summer, even in an herb-garden (drier, less fertile) soil mix. They’re easily grown from sown seeds, often starting to bloom in about 8 weeks. They’re guaranteed to add carefree color to any bed.

The trailing ones are probably a bit overwhelming for a small raised bed, so I recommend instead the regular, bushy ones. You can find plenty of variation: bold colors, pastel hues, ones with dappled foliage, dwarf varieties. Somewhere along the way, certain varieties (for example, the Whirlybird Mix) lost the spur in their flowers, which I feel takes away some of their old-fashioned charm.

[image: Remember] Creative cooks prize nasturtiums. The large, roundish leaves, good for salads, have a crunchy texture and boast ten times the vitamin C of lettuce! Their peppery taste reminds some people of watercress. The flowers (with the bitter pistils removed) have a similar flavor. Use them as a garnish, float them in a bowl of party punch, or stuff them with cream cheese or tuna salad. Add the stems to simmering soups.



Radishes, Spring

Radishes planted in the spring have crisp texture and zippy flavor. These favorites are quick to sprout (as little as five days!), mature quickly (three or four weeks), and take up less space than almost anything else, so they’re a natural for raised beds. You can thin them to as little as 2 inches apart and still get good, harvestable roots.

They’re good for tucking in among bigger, slower-growing veggies, or making successive plantings. Pro tip: If the flavor is too hot, try being especially consistent about watering, which seems to mild them out some.

Round red ones (‘Cherry Belle’ is a classic) are options, but after you master growing them, try white ones, cylindrical ones, and bigger, long white Daikon types, for different harvest times and flavor variations.

[image: Warning] Be advised that radishes do better in areas with cooler weather and cooler soil; warmer conditions, including hot summer days, cause them to be pithy, hotter-flavored, and to bolt (go to seed).



Sage

Culinary sage appreciates the warmth and good drainage of life in a raised bed. For both beauty and utility, I love the one called ‘Tricolor’ with pale green, pink, and cream leaves.

Although sage can be perennial (if short-lived) in mild climates, most raised-bed gardeners consider it annual. Raising sage from seed is time-consuming, so I always get small plants, which can be set a foot or so apart. As soon as they bulk up, in a month or two, I start picking leaves. Flavor seems best, that is, most pungent, when dried (save some to add to Thanksgiving stuffing and gravy).



Strawberries

Win-win. Strawberries plants love raised beds. They get the room they need to spread out, and yet the entire project is neatly contained. Make sure the soil mix is fertile and well-drained.

Depending on the type (you can select from three different sorts), they make berries late their first summer or certainly by their second, and for years to come — strawberries are perennials. Turn Chapter 13 for full details and helpful tips.



Swiss Chard

Easy, delicious, and beautiful! Swiss chard, a leafy crop full of nutrition, is actually related to beets. It doesn’t bolt in hot weather the way spinach does. If you’ve never tried it or have only had the grocery-story kind, you owe it to yourself to try a crop in a raised bed. White or colorful stems (red, gold) and red-tinged leaves are a nice bonus in your garden as well as in your recipes. So-called Rainbow chard is a pretty mix. Chop up the stems and cook them longer than the leaves; I use it all to make quiche.

In a raised bed, you may seed or plant closely and thin to 8 to 12 inches apart. Be sure to bring all trimmings and thinnings inside to eat; baby leaves, ready as soon as 40 days, are tasty.

[image: Tip] For intensive gardening, you may fit up to six plants per square foot and keep taking leaves. If you’d rather the leaves keep growing and get big, two plants per square foot works and harvest starts at around 50 to 60 days. These plants are known as cut and come again because when you take some leaves, why, they’ll make more.



Tomatoes

If you acknowledge, as the old Guy Clark song goes, that “there are two things in the world money can’t buy, true love and homegrown tomatoes,” you’re ready to raise them. As I’m sure you’re aware, when it comes to planting homegrown tomatoes, you have options: in-ground, various kinds of pots, even hanging baskets for some kinds. Why grow them in a raised bed? For the usual reason: you can provide them well-drained soil and good air circulation.

However, tomatoes generally aren’t small plants, whether they’re determinate (bush) plants or indeterminate (vining) ones. So my first piece of advice is to grow them in a deep raised bed — at least 12 inches, if not more. This allows their roots the space they need to really prosper. Expect crops, depending on type and variety, to start in late summer and continue into fall.

Cherry tomatoes are generally easier to grow than the big-fruited varieties; they’re healthier and more forgiving. They also have big harvests!

[image: Tip] To help your tomato plants be better-anchored and withstand windy days and destructive summer storms: When you plant the seedlings, bury some of their stems, up to the first set of leaves. Some people even make a shallow trench a few inches deep and carefully lay their tomato seedlings on their sides but with the tip pointing up (never bury the whole plant, of course). This works because tomatoes form roots along buried stems, weird but true. Deeper-rooted tomato plants can take some tossing about on a windy day.



Zinnias

If you love colorful annual flowers and if you want to pick some for bouquets, zinnias are a great choice. Zinnias are shallow-rooted, which means that you can grow them in a shallower raised bed, say, 6 to 8 inches deep.

Sow them or put in transplants. However, because their foliage can be vulnerable to fungal diseases such as mildew, space them 9 to 12 inches apart so they enjoy some air circulation.

They adore the warm, well-drained soil of a raised bed. Seed germinates amazingly fast, in the first week if sown after danger of frost is past and the bed is ready. Flowers are ready between six to eight weeks, sometimes longer depending on the variety/mix and your climate. My advice is to keep sowing every two weeks so you keep them coming over a longer period.

I wouldn’t cut them all, appealing and bright though they may be! Having color in a raised bed is nice, whether the zinnias dominate or not. Plus, lots of pollinators, bees and more, adore zinnias.





Chapter 24

Ten Nifty Ways to Make Your Raised-Bed Garden Look Great


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: Bullet] Exploring ways to make a bed more attractive

[image: Bullet] Integrating a bed into the larger landscape

[image: Bullet] Looking at ideas for sprucing up a raised-bed area

[image: Bullet] Considering some decor ideas



Plunking a wooden or metal box on the ground and following the instructions and advice in this book leads to gardening adventures and triumphs.

But will it look nice? That question never comes up with some people, and stymies others. Not everyone was born with innate design flair. Maybe, to be honest, some people are just more focused on the practicalities of production — they want the veggies, herbs, and/or fruits to harvest, cook or dry or process, and eat. They’re just thrilled and grateful to pick some homegrown bouquets. (I consider myself part of that group.)

After you realize you can do all those things and that gardening tasks are made rather easier by raised-bed culture, you may find the time and bandwidth to ask yourself new questions. How could you make your raised-bed area look nicer or integrate the project into its surroundings, whether it be a small urban spot or a big, lawn-filled yard? I think of this moment as similar to how I feel after a visit to the hair salon; shouldn’t I put on a nice outfit now? Can’t my yard rise to the level of this bountiful raised bed and wouldn’t it be lovely to make the area — the context — lovely, too? Yes, you certainly can.

Here are some ways to make one or more raised beds look spiffy in their setting. You can deploy many of these ideas before or during setup, or even in the midst of the growing season. You may contemplate revisions and additions in fall after harvesting winds down and you turn an assessing eye to the scene.



Adding a Trellis, Tepee, or Arch

Grow up! Insert or attach trellises or tepees/obelisks and grow morning glories, cucumbers, gourds, pole beans, or other climbing and rambling plants. Basically one of these features makes a small raised bed seem bigger and busier … and makes it more productive.

Maybe choose supports of colorful powder-coated metal, or paint wooden ones — how about blue or yellow? Something that stands out among all the greenery, and possibly echoes color in the annual flowers you tuck in?

Alternatively use creative, rustic-looking plant supports. I’ve admired an old woven-wooden chair back, pushed into one end of a wooden raised bed, supporting sweet peas, for example.

If you’re growing dwarf fruit trees, another attractive option is the Belgian fence (forming a lattice pattern against a sturdy support; see Chapter 13 if you’re interested).

[image: Remember] Of course, you have to keep an eye on the plant(s), fastening them to the support with (soft) ties as needed and pruning back wayward or excessive growth.



Choosing Color (Metal Beds)

I was quickly cured of my initial skepticism toward metal raised beds when I saw some colorful ones. Wow! Bright yellow, teal, red, forest green, dark blue, royal purple — you can find some great hues, depending on the manufacturer. If you have the space and like bright colors, put in several different ones.

After your beds are full of colorful veggies or flowers or whatever you choose to grow, the whole scene can become a carnival of color. It’ll look great during the growing season and still-appealing in the down or quieter winter months.

Of course, if your style is more circumspect, you may still consider a colorful metal bed in a neutral hue that matches or harmonizes with your home or other items in your yard. Green is a fine choice if you’d rather the plants in the beds command attention, but you still want color.

[image: Warning] Don’t paint a wooden bed, perhaps in an effort to mimic metal bed hues. Even exterior paint simply doesn’t last long; ask anyone who’s painted a fence. But there’s also a safety reason — paint chips and bits can enter the soil. (By contrast, the color of metal beds, which is powder-coated, is durable and long-lasting.)



Including Spiller Plants

Plant plants that ramble or trail along an edge or at least in a corner. They soften the hard lines of the bed, add welcome pizzazz and color, and can connect a bed to the landscape around it.

Some good candidates include


	Alyssum

	Sweet potato vines

	Trailing lobelia

	Trailing nasturtiums

	Wave petunias



Pull them out near season’s end, before they go to seed, though, or you may have more than you bargained for next growing season.



Tucking in Signage

Tuck in plant markers, for individual plants if practical, or at least for an identifiable row or gathering of like plants. Write and/or draw with Sharpie pens or use acrylic paint. (True, such tags fade, but you should be able to get one season out of them.) Alternatively, shop for paint pens, available at craft or office-supply stores; their writing lasts much longer. Here’s some ideas of things you can use:


	Flat stones

	Cut up vinyl mini-blinds

	Old roofing tiles

	Popsicle sticks or tongue depressors

	Wooden paint stirring sticks



Affix seed packets to sticks (laminate them so they last past the first good rainfall).

Or look around and buy what strikes your fancy in gift shops, junk/antique marts, or from online with gardening suppliers and artsy websites like Etsy.

[image: Tip] Consider going bigger or at least taller rather than small (little plant markers tend to get obscured from view as plants grow). Let them stand out, add decorative color, and contribute some flair.



Adding Decor

Have a little fun with your raised-bed garden and consider adding non-plant items to make it more interesting and attractive, such as:


	Put in a small statuary. My favorite is wee salt-and-pepper shaker figurines, which abound in junk and antique stores, some no longer in pairs. I’ve positioned a charming little duck with a yellow hat peeking out from under the sage, and a fox crouching among the carrot greens. Because of their size, visitors might not notice them right away but when they do, you’ll know by the exclamations of surprised delight.

	Deploy interesting stones, shells, or even broken china plates. Strew them in the bed randomly or use them to border areas or individual plants.

	Find or make a smaller, in-scale-size, scarecrow and tuck him or her in.

	Hang little, lightweight decorative windchimes on a bed or on something within a bed. Fasten them to the top ring of a tomato cage or off a trellis support — just to name some possibilities. They’ll charm with little tinkling sounds when a breeze stirs.



As for the bed structure itself, you can add finials or solar lights — you can choose from many different looks and sizes.



Installing Facing

Less than happy with the exterior of your raised bed, whether it’s pine boards or corrugated metal? Hide it from view. Sure, the bed will become that much bulkier, but if you like the look, who cares? Pieces of upcycled wood confer a rustic look, as would wattle (interwoven slender branches).

Sometimes facing can prolong the longevity of whatever it’s outlining and masking from view. Stack up pieces of stone, slate, paving, or old bricks on all sides to mask an unattractive bed.



Putting in a Path

Pave the way. Instead of plunking your raised bed into your yard on its own, make a trail or path (space permitting, let it curve or meander) to it. Your own footsteps are going to follow it, of course, but so does the eye from any distance — it becomes a journey and a destination, no longer isolated. Any path, no matter how short or plain, integrates a bed garden into the larger scene.

If you have two or more beds, paths between them become more of a necessity. You can and should make them attractive. Chapter 7 has plentiful ideas and details.



Creating an Integrated Garden Space

With planning and creativity, you can create an area of two or more raised beds that fits into a larger picture. You can set them up in their own area with attractive paths and extra potted plants. You can place them adjacent or attached to a deck or patio, to one side of, or embracing a seating or outdoor entertaining area. Or you can set them in front of and on the way to a potting or utility shed.



Changing What You Grow

Sometimes you just get bored of growing the same old things year after year, or you’re busier with kids or a job and need to rethink.

Why not try a makeover? Tidy up beforehand, though, by cleaning out all remaining plants and debris and taking the opportunity to improve or alter the soil mix in the beds. Then set your sights on things you’ve never grown before — Why not a bed of gladioli, or culinary herbs? Or switch to planting crops that are perennial, such as asparagus or rhubarb (see Chapter 10), or dwarf blueberry bushes (see Chapter 13).



Bringing in Adjacent Items

Assuming you have the space, you can enhance the area with additions in the vicinity of your raised bed(s). Here are some ideas:


	Add and perch pots of additional plants, of any kind, next to, behind, or even balanced on the rim. Elevate them on bricks or other handy materials to vary their heights.

	Use decorative pots and shift them around or replace them as plants cycle in and out of bloom or production.

	Place large containers flanking each end. (Just take care not to restrict your own access to the contents of the main bed.)

	Set up a bistro table and chair nearby, or a bench, or a fountain, or a focal-point plant in a big pot or urn. The idea is to expand the area that declares itself “garden.”
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	raised-bed box, 62

	angled bracing, 74

	bottom line, 75

	cold frame, 81
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[image: A sunny outdoor garden with multiple rectangular wooden raised beds. In the foreground, long beds are filled with vibrant green and red-stemmed Swiss chard. The background shows smaller beds, tree stump seating, and a large bed with white arched hoops for a row cover.]ISTOCK PHOTO

Setting up raised beds of different sizes gives you flexibility (refer to Chapter 2).



[image: An urban parkway garden featuring four light-green corrugated metal raised beds lined up along a concrete sidewalk. The beds contain diverse plants, including tomatoes, flowering herbs, and marigolds. A tall arched wire trellis spans two of the beds, and a wooden picnic table is positioned in the foreground.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Raised beds can transform tight and tricky spaces into lush gardens (see Chapter 2).



[image: A weathered wooden raised bed with an angled, multi-sided design is packed with various green plants. In the front are heads of bright green lettuce and herbs, while the back is filled with large-leafed squash or zucchini plants. A green wire fence stands behind the bed.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Beds needn’t be squares or rectangles; this one was designed to tuck into a corner area (see Chapter 2).



[image: A long, wooden raised garden bed filled with dark soil and small green sprouts. A series of white flexible pipes are arched over the bed to create a “low tunnel” support system, with a central wooden stake for stability. A rustic wooden shed and green grass are visible in the background.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Install flexible PVC pipe hoops over your bed before planting, which gives you the option to cover the bed later without bothering the plants (refer to Chapter 4).



[image: A garden seating area made of light-colored wood. A slatted bench seat bridges the gap between two tall, rectangular raised planter boxes. The right planter is filled with soil, mulch, and several leafy plants, while the ground below is covered in green grass and scattered autumn leaves.]ISTOCK PHOTO

Add a bench to your raised-bed garden, great for resting, admiring, or keeping tools close at hand (see Chapter 4).



[image: A series of low, rectangular wooden raised beds are set in a garden with mulch pathways. The foreground beds contain rows of vibrant lime-green lettuce, while background beds feature taller leafy plants supported by wooden stakes and green poles. A grey shed and a wooden fence are visible in the background.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Filling the paths between your beds with bark mulch gives a nice rustic look (see Chapter 7).



[image: A garden scene featuring a long, low wooden raised bed overflowing with tall, thin-leafed plants like onions or garlic and heads of lettuce. To the right, a light-colored gravel path separates the wooden bed from a mulched area containing a small, leafy columnar tree. Purple lupines and other greenery grow against a concrete wall in the background.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Laying gravel paths between beds makes the area look neat; be sure to underlie them with a weed-blocking barrier (refer to Chapter 7).



[image: A close-up view of two rectangular, interlocking modular garden beds made of a smooth brown composite or plastic material. The beds are filled with dark, tilled soil and sit on a thick layer of straw mulch alongside black fabric grow bags.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Strewing straw over weed-blocking fabric suppresses weeds in your between-bed paths. Also notice the strong reinforced corners on these beds (see Chapter 7).



[image: A lush outdoor garden with multiple rectangular wooden raised beds. The foreground bed contains small leafy greens and three tall, green ladder-style metal trellises leaning against each other for vertical growing. A blue water barrel with a hose, a small wooden insect hotel, and a tan storage shed with an open door are visible in the background against a treeline.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Plan ahead by installing support such as a trellis while the plants are still small (see Chapter 9).



[image: A high-angle shot of two rectangular, stained wooden raised garden beds. The beds are divided into small sections using white string to form a grid. Inside, various young vegetables and herbs are growing, including onions and leafy greens. The beds are situated on a lush green lawn in a backyard setting.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Setting up a simple string grid can help with planting plans (refer to Chapter 9).



[image: An angled, close-up shot of a rectangular raised garden bed made of light-colored, weathered wood. The bed is filled with sandy, brown soil where small seedlings, likely radishes or leafy greens, are growing in organized rows. A single wooden plant marker stands in the soil near the top. To the left, a few orange marigolds and larger leafy plants are visible outside the frame.]PHOTO BY TERI DUNN CHACE

You may plant short rows of diverse crops (see Chapter 9).



[image: A close-up view of a deep, grey-stained wooden raised garden bed filled to the brim with thick, healthy green foliage. The plants have wide, textured leaves characteristic of potatoes. In the background, several other similar raised beds are visible in a sunny outdoor garden or community plot.]PHOTO BY TERI DUNN CHACE

Devote an entire bed to potatoes; they will be happier, and you’ll get a nice crop (refer to Chapter 10).



[image: A lush, rectangular metal planter with a rusted patina finish, overflowing with various herbs like sage, thyme, and parsley. In the background, there are several light-colored wooden raised garden beds filled with leafy vegetables and flowering plants, set against a gravel ground.]Herbs absolutely thrive in raised beds, and the cook will love always having fresh snippings handy (see Chapter 12).



[image: A long, light-green corrugated metal raised garden bed filled with a variety of plants. In the foreground, there are vibrant purple flowers, low-growing herbs, and a large patch of bright green cilantro. Tall, orange cosmos flowers bloom in the center, and a black drip irrigation system is visible running along the soil.]GETTY IMAGES

Mix it up! Flowers and herbs play well together as discussed in Chapter 14.



[image: An oval, galvanized silver corrugated metal raised garden bed is positioned on a green lawn in front of a wooden deck. The bed contains tall tomato plants supported by stakes in the back, textured kale and bright green chard in the middle, and low-growing nasturtiums and orange marigolds in the front.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Here’s a single beautiful, balanced bed that’ll produce both food and flowers.



[image: A long, sage-green corrugated metal raised garden bed sits in a backyard. It is filled with a lush variety of plants including bright orange cosmos flowers, purple dianthus, and leafy green herbs. A black drip irrigation line is visible on the surface of the soil, and thin metal hoops arch over the bed for potential covering.]SHUTTERSTOCK

Keep pests out and warmth in by covering a bed with netting (refer to Chapter 16).



[image: A rectangular raised garden bed constructed from two layers of grey concrete blocks. The bed is filled with dark soil and a variety of lush green leafy vegetables, a head of broccoli, and several vibrant orange marigold flowers.]ADOBESTOCK

Create a durable, longlasting raised bed using cinder blocks (see Chapter 3).



[image: High-angle view of a professional landscaping project featuring sturdy wooden raised planters. The planters are tiered and follow the edge of a light-colored paved walkway with red brick trim. Dense greenery and herbs, such as sage and flowering catmint, overflow from the beds against the backdrop of a white stone building with ornate window frames.]DEPOSITPHOTOS.COM

Raised beds make an exuberant herb garden look tidy (see Chapter 12).



[image: Multiple light-colored wooden raised garden beds arranged in a backyard setting next to a grey house. The beds are filled with organized rows of bright green lettuce, flowering chives, and taller leafy stalks, with a pink potted plant sitting on the woodchip path between the beds.]ADOBESTOCK

Make the most out of limited gardening space by using several raised beds (consult Chapter 2).
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