Massachusetts Master Gardener Association

F ACT

S H E E T

Have Gardening Questions? The Master Gardener Help Line Hours are 10 a.m. – 2 p.m. on Fridays (all
year) as well as Wednesdays (March-November) and Mondays (April-October).
Phone: 617-933-4929 Email: mghelpline@masshort.org.

Raised Bed Gardening
Do you have bad soil? Do you want to garden over tree
roots? Do you want a vegetable garden that you don’t need
to re-till each year? Do you want a garden you can tend
without getting on your knees? Try a raised bed.
What are raised beds? Raised beds are gardens created by
making the soil level several inches – or feet—above the
height of the surrounding ground. Bed implies the area is
small enough to work without stepping into the garden. It
can be simply soil piled up to the desired height or the soil
can be enclosed by a wall of wood, rocks or masonry. A
raised bed should be no more than 3 to 4 feet wide. Its
length can be whatever fits the site and gardener’s needs. If
the gardener can’t bend or needs to work sitting down,
raised beds can be created at waist height. By enclosing the
bed with a frame, and working only from the outside, you
eliminate walking through the bed, compacting the soil with
your feet. Therefore there is no need for tilling the soil each
year.
When a raised bed is built, you control the content of the
soil. When you want to be certain you are growing vegetables in clean organic soil, you chose the composition. As a
rule, the bed should be filled with a mixture of good soil
and clean organic matter such as compost or well-aged animal manure. A fresh layer of organic material laid down
each year in the fall or early spring keeps the bed easy to
work and highly productive.
Because there are no paths inside the bed and the soil is not
compacted, water, air and roots all move easily through the
soil greatly increasing how many plants can be productively
grown in a space. Studies have shown that this means that a
raised garden can produce more than three times the vegetables than could be grown in the same area of a traditional
garden. Further the gardener can begin earlier because
raised beds warm up more quickly in the spring than inground gardens. Because the beds are fairly narrow, you
can use garden cloth or plastic to provide spring and fall

frost protection. In summer you can add shade for crops like
lettuce which might otherwise bolt in the hot sun.
The soil is a raised bed will also drain more quickly than
from surrounding ground. You may be able to begin planting the beds even when the rest of your garden is too wet to
work. This, however, may also mean you will have to water
more often in the summer. But because plants are closer
together, they shade the soil, reducing the number of weeds
and reducing evaporation from sunlight and wind, the watering will be less than that in a comparably productive garden.
Soaker hoses and drip irrigation both minimize the time it
takes gardener to care for her bed.
Beds can be constructed using redwood or cedar boards (1”
x 12” is ideal for vegetable gardens), cement blocks, or even
rock walls. Pressure-treated wood should be saved for nonedible gardens. The bed should be no wider than can be
comfortably worked from the sides (3 to 4 feet) and in a
length appropriate to the site and the amount of work the
gardener is prepared to do. Spaces between beds may be left
in grass, mulched or even paved with stone or brick as appropriate to the garden’s location. Never build a vegetable
garden where it is shaded for more than a couple of hours a
day—most vegetables need a minimum of 8 hours sunlight
to thrive.
Raised bed possibilities are endless. Beds elevated two feet
or more offer gardening without bending. Because a bed
warms up more quickly than the ground, it can easily be
made to double as a cold frame by using clear plastic cover.
Finally raised beds add architectural interest to gardens.
They provide a structure and an orderly plan to the garden
making it a beautiful part of any yard.
For more ideas, visit the Elm Bank Gardens including the
raised bed Garden to Table vegetable gardens at 900 Washington Street, Wellesley, Mass
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