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Description

The Gardener's Guide to the Raised Garden Bed provides a wealth of information about growing vegetables in raised beds. The book includes chapters about building materials, siting, plant nutrients, soil amendments, irrigation, soils, composting and much more. Gardeners will find a month by month journal of garden activities to guide them along. Gardeners using row style gardens will find the gardening handbook useful, as well.
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Introduction to Raised Bed Gardens
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What Are Raised Garden Beds?

A raised bed is any elevated growing area used to grow plants in soil. You can grow vegetables, flowers, herbs or small fruits like strawberries in a raised garden. The bed's construction can be from a variety of materials and be of just about any size and shape that suits the whim of the gardener or space available.

Advantages of Raised Garden Beds

Gardening in a raised bed presents many advantages over standard row gardening. These advantages include:

Planting, weeding and maintaining the elevated beds is easier.

Closer spacing of plants increases yields and decreases weeds.

Reduced soil compaction allows the plant's roots to grow unimpeded.

Irrigation is easier.

Since you hand cultivate the garden beds, or use mulches, expensive, heavy garden equipment is not needed. 

Soil amendments and mulches go further in a raised bed since you do not apply them to the paths as if you would in a row garden.

Raised beds confine the soil to the bed. The beds are more attractive, especially if the garden is symmetrically designed. 

If you mulch, pebble or pave the paths they will stay neat and attractive and provide an all-weather surface in the garden. 

Weeds are easier to control in a raised bed and grass cannot easily invade from neighboring lawn areas.

Raised beds can also be easier to insert into odd-shaped yards, as all the beds do not necessarily have to be in one spot. 

The gardener cultivates with hand tools. Since heavy equipment, like tractors and garden tillers are not used soil compaction is not a problem. 

The soil stays loose as a result and plant roots are free to grow better in the looser, richer soil.

The beds can be constructed to a height that makes tending them easier. 

Beds can be spaced and raised so wheelchair bound gardeners can access them. 

Raised beds can be a solution for gardeners cursed with rocky or poor soil in the garden site. The gardener can fill the beds with good topsoil. 

Waiting for the soil to dry out in the spring to work it is not necessary. The author has planted things while it is raining.

Disadvantages of Garden Beds

Elevated beds may need more irrigation 

High initial cost of installing the beds
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Construction Materials to Build Raised Garden Beds
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Many materials are good candidates for constructing a raised bed garden. Concrete retaining wall blocks provide a long lasting, attractive raised bed. Solid block are best as hollow concrete blocks can provide a place for mice, slugs, snails and other vermin to hide. If using blocks, consider using mortar to construct them, thought you can use rebar to anchor them in place if you don't want to go to the expense of hiring a mason to construct the beds. Retaining wall blocks that can be laid without mortar also work well. 

Wood

Redwood and cedar are two attractive wood products that can last a long time. Other woods include black locust, black cherry, oak and osage orange. The gardener can choose from a wide variety of kits available online or at garden supply stores to build a raised bed garden. Many gardeners use pressure treated lumber to construct beds. There are concerns about arsenic leaching into the soil from this material. Here is an article in Fine Gardening Magazine that can help you make up your mind about using pressure treated wood. You may line the bed with black plastic sheets to shield the garden soil from the wood, if desired. 

Fine Gardening Magazine

http://www.finegardening.com/design/articles/pressure-treated-wood-in-beds.aspx

The author does not recommend using railroad ties for vegetable garden raised beds. 

Steel galvanized culverts cut off to the desired length also make nice raised beds. Galvanized livestock watering tanks, available at farmer's supply stores, can also make a nice, durable garden bed. Metal roofing, or siding, can also make an attractive raised bed garden. Some gardeners like to use a type of steel called "weathering steel," to make their garden beds. This steel, made by a company called Corten, will weather and rust, but is strong and durable. 

For more information on this product, contact:

Western States Decking, Inc

DBA

Western States Metal Roofing

901 W. Watkins St.

Phoenix, AZ 85007

https://www.corten.com/

To help retard pests like mice, moles and gophers from burrowing into your beds from below, consider laying hardware cloth on the ground before building the beds.
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Choosing the Garden Site
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Most vegetables require a minimum of six to eight hours of direct sunshine, good airflow and good drainage. Choose a site that will provide those conditions when planning your garden. Good airflow is important to help prevent fungal diseases. Ideally, it should also be near a water source to make irrigation easier. The garden tool storage shed should also be nearby, if possible. Placing the garden near the home, if it can be done without the home shading the garden, is also desirable. This is especially true if it can be near the kitchen. Planting near black walnut trees is generally not recommended, as the tree produces a substance called juglone, which is toxic to most of the plants you want to grow. Every part, roots, leaves and nuts, contain this substance, so make sure you do not use walnut leaves as a mulch in the garden.
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Drip Irrigation
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A drip irrigation system used to water crops in a raised bed garden can be a real time and labor saver. There are systems that can be installed later, if desired, but the ideal time to install a permanent system is before installation of the beds. The first step in installation would be to mark off the location of the garden beds. This needs to be precise. The next step would be to determine the location of the water line running to the individual beds. Next, dig the trench and lay the water line. The author used 3/4" black poly pipe, using "T's" connected with stainless steel clamps. Black poly can stand freezing without breaking. Since these lines are not below frost line, it is best not to use PVC, galvanized or copper pipe, as there will probably always be residual water in the lines that will freeze in winter.  Install a "T" in each bed, then run a twelve inch stub up from the "T." This is needed to supply water to each bed. Dig a trench and run the line to the water source and install a "T" and stub there, also. After the lines are laid and the stubs installed, backfill the trench and install the garden beds. Install a shut off valve at each bed so you can control them individually and install a connection at the water source. Fill the beds with soil and install soaker hoses on each of the shut off valves. The soaker hoses should run the entire length of the bed. 

Other types of irrigation will be discussed later in this book, as well as an easier to install drip type system.
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Garden Bed Paths
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The paths, or walkways, between the beds can be any width the gardener desires. The minimum practical distance is probably sixteen inches. The author made his 16 inches wide, which is the length of concrete block pavers. He laid these down between the beds to create an all weather surface. Other choices include gravel, bark mulch, wooden boards, brick or stone. Handicapped gardeners may want to make them wide enough to accommodate a wheel chair.
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Soil for the Raised Beds
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Before adding the soil to the bed, use a shovel to break up the soil inside the bed. This will loosen it, allowing the plants' roots to penetrate deeply into it. The author did not need to use additional soil for the raised beds since the excavation for the paving stones provided enough to get started. However, if you do need soil, try to use a good quality top soil in lieu of potting soil. Good top soil has the qualities plants need to grow, a good mix of clay, organic material and mineral content. For one or two beds, you can use bagged topsoil. If you need more, consider having a pick up truck load of topsoil delivered. Even then, the first year or two your soil will probably not be top quality. Building good garden soil is a long term project. Using organic compost, mulches and soil amendments you will build your soil over a period of a few years. Good soil means healthy plants and healthy plants have fewer pest and disease problems. 

The author used the dirt from between the beds when I excavated for the paving stones, but this area had been used as a garden before and the dirt was already good. Alternatively, use a mix of potting soil and top soil or purchase a good quality topsoil to fill the beds with. The bed doesn't necessarily have to be full. The author’s raised bed system uses trench composting, which will be covered later. This method of composting naturally raises the level of the soil. 

There will be more about compost later in the book.
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What Vegetables to Plant
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You can plant any vegetable that you like to eat in the raised bed garden. The vegetables the author grows in his raised bed garden includes:

Beets

Cabbage

Broccoli

Brussels Sprouts

Cauliflower

Collards

Kale

Kohlrabi

Radish

Turnip and Rutabaga

Carrot

Cucurbit Family – Cucumbers and Squash

Cucumber 

Squash – Summer and Winter

Garden Bean - Bush and Pole

Lettuce

Mesclun Mixes

Onions

Peas

Peppers

Potato

Tomato

Spinach

Sweet Corn

Sweet Potato

Other vegetables that may be grown include:

Arugula

Garden Cress

Chicory

Mache

Mizuna
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Soil Preparation
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Raised beds need minimal soil preparation before planting. Garden tillers or tractors for plowing or tilling are not needed. Use hand cultivators and trowels to loosen the soil and dig out weeds. Work in well rotted compost and add any soil amendments you plan to use at this point. There will be more about soil amendments later in the in the book. If setting out established plants, like tomatoes, cabbage or peppers, now is the time to add any mulch that you plan to use. Spread the mulch, make small openings in the mulch where you want the plants, poke a hole with a trowel and stick the plants in. there will be more about mulches later in the book. To plant seeds, use the hand cultivator to scratch the soil surface until all lumps are broken down.
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Garden Soil Types - A Quick Soil Primer
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Soil is the top several inches of the earth's crust. Soil is necessary for civilization to exist, as it supports the plant life that sustains forests, plains, agriculture and other habitats. Five basic factors influence the formation of soil, the bedrock, climate, local fauna and flora, topography and the passage of time. The gardener will find three layers of soils underlying their garden, the topsoil, and subsoil and parent material. The parent material is the minerals that originally formed the soil. The subsoil is the intermediate level between topsoil and the parent material and will have some qualities of both. The topsoil is the part that concerns most gardeners.

In the Dirt

On average a soil will contain about twenty-five percent air, forty-five percent mineral matter, twenty-five percent water and about five percent organic matter. These levels can vary according to soil type, location, rainfall and other factors. The average soil will include a number of organisms that live in it. These include earthworms, grubs, fungus, bacteria and plant roots. 

Topsoil

Topsoil is the first layer of soil, and is the major concern of the gardener. Topsoil can range from a thin layer over the underlying subsoil, or several inches. Good garden topsoil can contain between two and ten percent organic matter. A good garden soil must have the following qualities:

Good aeration, to allow root penetration and allow oxygen to penetrate the soil

Porous enough to allow drainage, but not so porous as to allow soils to dry quickly

Moisture retentive

Soil Composition

Improving Topsoil

The major effort of the gardener should be to work constantly to improve the topsoil quality and fertility. Fertile, loose topsoil will produce healthy, fast growing plants. Healthy plants will suffer less insect damage, have fewer diseases and produce top quality vegetables with maximum nutrition. Poor management of topsoil can cause them to erode away quickly, exposing the less desirable subsoil. 

The gardener will encounter six basic types of soils:

Loam

Clay

Silt

Chalk

Sand

Saline

Note, there are other soil types, but these are the most common. 

Loam

Loam is the ideal type of soil for most types of agriculture. This soil will have about equal quantities of sand, silt and clay. It will also boast a high organic content. A good loam has all the qualities listed above, will warm quickly in the spring, be easy to cultivate and is ideal for the greatest number of plant types. The gardener constantly replenishes the organic, humus content of the soil. The gardener can use his fingers to test loam soil. The soil should be dark in color that is smooth to the feel and have a slightly gritty feel. A ball formed by pressing the soil together should crumble easily. 

Clay

Clay particles are quite fine and create a tightly packed soil. Clay is high in nutrients and retains water well. It will take clay soils longer to warm in the spring and since these soils have good water retention, they tend to dry out slow. A clay soil will form a ball that does not crumble easily. Damp or wet clay soil is sticky to the touch. It is harder to cultivate, especially when wet as it has a tendency to stick to garden tools. Clay soils will grow good plants, as it is fertile. Improve using mulches, compost or green manure crops to add organic matter. Adding organic matter will also improve drainage. 

Silt

Silty soils are silky to the touch and will leave a soil stain on the fingers. These soils heat up slowly in the spring. These soils are quite fertile and have excellent water retention. However, because of this trait, they compact easily and sometimes plants have a hard time extracting nutrients from the dense soil structure. Some plant roots will rot in these soils. If better drainage can be achieved, possibly by using raised beds, silt soils can make an excellent garden site. As with other soils, use compost, mulches and green manures to add organic content.
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