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R
aised beds are all the
rage in gardening these
days, but you might want

to stand your ground before
digging in. Raised beds are a
lot of work, so stop to consid-
er whether they really are nec-
essary or beneficial.

First realize that we are talk-
ing about two things: raised
and beds. You cannot have
“raised” without beds, but you
can have beds without their
being raised.

Bed-planting, raised or flat,
has much to commend it.
Yields are higher because
plants can be clustered closer
together. The leafy blanket
over the soil that results from
close planting also shades out
weeds and shields the soil from
pelting rain and wide swings in
temperature.

Raised beds, on the other
hand, do have some problems.
Mostly, they dry out too quick-
ly. And the higher and nar-
rower they are, the more quick-
ly they dry out. The usual way
to make raised beds is by thor-
oughly churning the soil, but
all this digging also destroys
valuable humus, disrupts nat-
ural air and water channels,
and awakens buried weed
seeds.

Deep-digging to make a raised
bed is justified only where the
soil is a very sticky clay, where
even weeds cannot thrive. In
this case, pile a half-foot depth
of sawdust or peat moss on the

soil, sprinkle on some fertiliz-
er and lime, then thoroughly
mix everything into the top foot
of soil. Form permanent beds
with paths, and never again set
foot on the beds.

Other justifications for raised
beds are where the soil is
waterlogged or nonexistent (a
rocky ledge, for example), or
where you want to make a new
garden quickly. In these cases,
though, no digging is necessary.
Begin by mowing any grass or
weeds closely. Then lay down
a few sheets of newspaper to
suppress regrowth and arrange
some 6-inch-wide planks on
edge for the ends and sides of
each bed. Fill the beds with a
mix of topsoil, compost, mush-
room soil, leafmold, peatmoss,
and-or sand, so the resulting
soil is rich in organic matter
and fertility, and drains well.
Fertilizer and lime also might
be needed.

Make the beds 3 to 4 feet
wide, which is narrow enough
so weeding, picking, and har-
vesting can be done from the
paths. Grassed paths are soft

and pretty, but must be edged
diligently along beds that are
not raised. Alternatively, you
can cover paths with wood
chips, flagstones, bricks, car-
pet or anything else that will
suppress weeds.
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I
f our growing season was just
a bit longer — say, by three
weeks — we could take a

relaxed approach to choosing
and planting bedding plants, be
they flowers or vegetables.

That approach would let you
try a few different approaches,
make some mistakes and still
end the season with a great crop
of produce and flowers.

While you can — and should —
still experiment and learn from
mistakes, the short growing sea-
son here is not as forgiving as
one in a warmer climate.

That said, here are some ideas
to help you plan and plant smart:

It doesn’t matter much where
you buy your bedding plants —
greenhouse, home center,
farmer’s market, roadside stand
and so on. What matters is the
quality of the plant. Freshness
and quality of care makes a big
difference. If the retail outlet
cares for the plants properly —
water, sun or shade — from the
moment the plants are offloaded
to the time they are sold, and
assuming fresh stock comes in at
least twice weekly, then chances
are you will have a nice selec-
tion of robust plants. A local
greenhouse is more likely to pro-
vide the quality care bedding
plants need, than is a big home
center.

The bedding plant industry is

really big on having the plant in
flower or at least bud, when you
first see it. The reason is simple:
A plant with a flower is more

attractive than
one without;
besides you can
see what it looks
like and make
more intelligent
choices about
variety and such.
One of the attrib-
utes plant breed-
ers work on is the
attractiveness of
the young plant in
the cell pack at
retail. While it
may be in a
plant’s genes to
bloom at a young
age, do look for
bedding plants
that are not heav-
ily in flower. Bet-
ter to select and
plant a marigold
without many or
any flowers open
than one with two
or three blos-
soms. The
younger plant
will quickly catch
up with the older
one. Go for short,
bushy plants.
Steer clear if
their roots are
snaking out the
bottom of the
pack as this

means they have been in the
pack too long.

Tomato growers can get by with
planting early in the season and

protecting plants with various
warming devices, but you prob-
ably cannot duplicate their
efforts with most flowers and
vegetables. It is better to wait
until the soil has warmed up
than to plant a few weeks earli-
er when the air seems plenty
warm. Soil temperature lags
behind air temperature. A bed-
ding plant set out in chilly soil
will just sit there, doing nothing,
until the soil warms up suffi-
ciently for root growth. In this
climate, the ideal planting sea-
son for bedding plants is rough-
ly May 20 to June 10. You are
right __ that is a tight planting
window. To help roots spread
and grow quickly, the soil should
be loosened in the top six inch-
es. Till or work it with a shovel
only after it has dried from
spring frost and rain. Working
wet soil can result in a season
of clods.

The care the plants get before
you plant them can set the stage
for the season. If you don’t plant
them right away, put them out-
side in a shady area and make
sure the soil is kept moist. Even
if they are sun-loving plants,
keep them a bit sheltered until
it is time to play. Choose a plant-
ing day when the sun is not blaz-
ing nor the wind blowing. Both
conditions drive moisture from
the soil and foliage and wilting

can result
quickly. Push
the plants from
the cell pack
rather than
pulling them
out. If you tug
too hard, the
stem may break
from the root
ball and the
entire plant is
lost.

Few people
mulch the area
around the
bedding plants.
That’s a shame
as even a thin
(two-inch blan-
ket) holds in
moisture and moderates the soil
temperature — a good thing for
plants with especially sensitive
root systems like the wax bego-
nia and impatien. Mulching also
holds down weeds. Shredded
bark, chopped up leaves and sim-
ilar organic material make good
mulch for bedding plants. Avoid
grass clippings as they often mat
to form an impenetrable barrier

for air and water. 
Mulching also opens up plant-

ing area for shade-loving plants
like wax begonias and impatiens.
Both can be planted in fairly
sunny areas if the soil around
the plants is kept cool and moist
with a blanket of mulch.
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Landscaping
• Natural Flagstone

• Concrete Paving Brick

• Clay Paving Brick

• Rockwood® 

Retaining Walls

Natural
Building Stone
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• Many Styles to Choose From
Country Squires
Weathered Edges
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Manufactured
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Test for soil moisture before tilling or digging
by gathering a handful and applying pressure.
If it forms a ball that falls apart when pressure
is released, the soil is of the right moisture level
for working. If the ball remains intact, it is too
wet.
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Choose young plants when shopping for
transplants. A flower or two is okay, but most
of the plant should consist of foliage.

Bedding plants take thought and care to grow
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The right reasons for raised garden beds 

Hauling long lumber 
HHeerree’’ss  aann  oolldd  ccaarrppeenntteerr’’ss

ttrriicckk  ffoorr  ccaarrrryyiinngg  lloonngg  lluummbbeerr
iinn  aa  ppiicckkuupp  ttrruucckk::  CCuutt  aa  22xx66
bbrraaccee  aabboouutt  11//88tthh  iinncchh  lloonnggeerr
tthhaann  tthhee  iinnssiiddee  wwiiddtthh  ooff  tthhee
ttrruucckk  bbeedd..  WWeeddggee  iitt  ccrroosssswwiissee
uunnddeerr  tthhee  uuppppeerr  lliipp  ooff  tthhee  bbeedd
aabboouutt  11  ffoooott  bbeehhiinndd  tthhee  ccaabb..
TThheenn  lleeaavvee  tthhee  ttaaiillggaattee  uupp
aanndd  sslliiddee  tthhee  lloonngg  bbooaarrddss  iinnttoo
tthhee  bbeedd  aanndd  uunnddeerr  tthhee  22xx66
bbrraaccee..  TThhee  bbrraaccee  wwiillll  hhoolldd
tthheemm  ddoowwnn  wwhhiillee  tthheeyy  rreesstt  oonn
tthhee  ttaaiillggaattee..  BBee  ssuurree  ttoo  ttaacckk  aa
bbrriigghhtt--rreedd  oorr  bbrriigghhtt--oorraannggee
ffllaagg  oonnttoo  tthhee  ttrraaiilliinngg  eenndd  ooff
tthhee  lluummbbeerr  ttoo  aalleerrtt  ootthheerr  ddrrii--
vveerrss..
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