Ask a Master Gardener

Gardening with Raised Beds

Donna Steward, Master Gardener

Q: I am finding it increasingly difficult to bend over in my garden. And besides that, every spring the rain and seasonal flooding takes away part of my seeds leaving me with half a garden of plants. I don’t want to give up gardening, do you have any ideas?

A: Raised flower and vegetable beds may be the answer to problems in your garden. Here are a few reasons raised beds may be just the thing for your gardening needs. Raised beds provide the ability to better control soil conditions. They warm up sooner in the spring and stay warmer later into fall.  They allow gardening on higher ground to avoid wet season flooding. Raised beds are easier to work on, being a few feet off the ground; they are more accessible for gardeners with physical restrictions or who just can’t bend over as easily any more. If moles and voles are a problem, they will help protect your plants. Beginning gardeners can ease into gardening with raised beds. Creating a small bed limits the center of attention to just taking care of that little space. Gardening should be a pleasant experience; having a manageable and productive smaller bed provides just that.

It can be a relatively simple project to build a frame for a raised bed. The local lumber company will make a single cut for you from two pieces of wood (cedar is best) and you can just hammer them together at right angles to form a square or rectangle of walls to house your growing medium for plants. Of course, the frame can be as complicated or as simple as you have the time to build. There are many ideas illustrating elaborate raised bed frames online or in gardening books at the library. However, four pieces of cedar and four spiral-spiked, galvanized nails in each corner will do for about ten years!

A raised bed should get full sun for at least six hours a day. Place the bed out of the way of outdoor activities, but close to a water source, choosing a location that can be viewed and enjoyed from your house. Be sure that your pathways between beds are wide enough for a wheelbarrow or garden cart. For grass walkways, make sure that your mower will fit between the beds. If possible, mulch between and around them and you will not have to worry about mowing or a weed eater damaging the outside material of the raised bed. A caution; one might be tempted to build over a septic drain field. This should be avoided since the increase in soil depth will inhibit moisture movement and evaporation and lessen the efficiency of the drain field.

Building raised beds make gardening “green” and eating seasonally fresh vegetables a cinch. Planting veggies in a raised bed is ideal for easier maintenance and harvesting. Why not plant useful plants specifically to provide food for beneficial insects to protect your veggies in an adjacent raised bed?  Some plants, including Echinacea, sage, lavender and milkweed would provide food for the beneficial insects in your vegetable garden. Attracting beneficial insects into the garden will help to take care of the bugs that want to destroy your vegetables and reduce the need to spray insecticides.

For more information about selecting a site, materials for building frames, suggestions for height of beds, preparing soil, planting, maintenance, and extending the growing season in your raised beds you can view:

http://www.ca.uky.edu/enri/gardening/smspacegardening.pdf 

If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener you may contact Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627, or susan.fox@uky.edu.  

