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Are you itching to have a victory garden but are a bit overwhelmed by all the hard work that is necessary to properly prepare and maintain one? If so, a raised bed gardening system may be right up your alley.
My husband and I have had two raised bed gardens for a number of years. Unlike the number of good reasons for planting in raised beds that I will mention shortly, my reason for gardening this way arose out of a need for sheer survival on my part. You see, my husband sure does love his tractor. Each spring he would crank that old tractor and plow and plow and plow. The garden area was too large for me to manage while managing a full time job and two growing boys. One day, I decided that what I needed was a “smiling” garden. That is, I need to be smiling going down to work in the garden and smiling coming back from working in the garden. Thus, a raised bed gardening system was what the doctor ordered.
So what is a raised bed garden? Well, quite simply, it is a garden in which the soil level is higher than the surrounding soil. Ideally, a bed should not be any wider than four feet, but it can be as long as you want. Wider beds can be divided by a plank down the middle, which is what we did in one of our beds. 
If you are going to use a powered tiller, an unframed garden is more feasible. One of the charms of a raised bed garden is that if it is properly maintained, power cultivation is not necessary.
Framing a raised bed garden is optional. A variety of materials can be used to construct your raised bed. Wood is a very popular choice because of cost and ease. However, there have been concerns as to whether the use of pressure-treated lumber is toxic in raised beds. Texas A&M researched this issue and concluded that arsenate compound movement in soils was insignificant. Despite these findings, in 2003 the lumber industry voluntarily adopted a resolution to use an arsenic-free preservative. If you choose wood for your project, buy alkaline copper quarternary treated lumber instead of a chromated copper arsenate or ammoniacal copper arsenate. If you are looking for a short term raised bed garden, straw bales can be used. Longer term and more costly materials include concrete, natural stone, or brick.

There are many reasons to garden using raised beds. The yield from raised beds is greater. Statistics show good management can yield 1.24 pounds of vegetation per square foot as compared to .6 pounds per square foot for traditional gardens. This difference is due in large part to the fact that raised beds do not require the usual space between rows because no walking in the bed is necessary in order to weed or cultivate the harvest. An improved soil condition is also a plus for raised beds. One can avoid the rocks and clay that is so abundant in our area by creating your own soil. When not in use, we use our raised beds for compost piles.

Water, air and roots have difficulty moving through soil that is too compacted. This is not an issue for raised beds, due to the lack of foot and tractor compression. Some statistics point to the fact that soil compaction can reduce crop yield by as much as 50 percent. Drainage is also not a problem found in raised beds, as they literally rise above the problem. No need to wait until the garden dries a bit to work, in order to avoid compaction.

Pest control is less difficult in raised bed gardens. If you find that a problem develops with burrowing critters, hardware cloth or poultry wire can be placed at the bottom of the bed. Weed control can be handled with plastic mulch for a nominal fee. And finally, one of the biggest reasons I choose raised bed gardening is water conservation. Having gone through the expense of drilling two wells on our property, I am now very stingy with water. My husband engineered a sprinkler system by utilizing materials we already had for the most part.
Okay, by now we have rationalized that a raised bed garden plot is just about the best idea since sliced bread, but how do you go about building one? The first step is planning. Do a “walk about,” and find a spot where you can access all parts of the garden without stepping in it that also gets about eight hours of sunlight daily. Make sure your spot will have access to your water source too.

Second, determine what shape and size you want for your space. Remember, this is your creation, so feel free to express yourself. Keep in mind that access is needed all the way around the garden and if you don’t want to use planks or stepping stones in your bed, stick to the four foot rule. Is someone who is handicapped going to be gardening here? If so, plan for possible wheelchair access.

Thirdly, prep the site. What do you want to grow? If you are growing vegetables or herbs, a six inch deep bed is ideal. It is a good idea to dig out existing sod and loosen the soil to a depth of eight to twelve inches to ensure happy roots.
Constructing the bed comes next. Remember, you can spend a little or a lot on the construction. Inventory materials you already have and reuse if possible. You can make your bed fancy or simple. One easy way to construct is by using galvanized “L” brackets to attach the sides together. Whatever is easiest for you as this needs to be a “smiling” project!

Before the filling step, make sure the bed is level. This will ensure good run off. Composing the soil for the bed gives you the ability to create great soil. Use a good mixture of quality topsoil, compost and manure.

You are now ready to plant! Keep in mind plants that will be taller and plant accordingly so others will not be overly shaded. Finally, add a thick layer of mulch for moisture retention and weed control.
I like to plant a mixture of vegetables and flowers in my raised beds. I plant flowers between vegetables to mark the beginning of a different group of vegetables and also add color and variation to the raised bed. The flowers entice my bee friends to visit and pollinate.

I hope you find gardening in your raised bed to be a “smiling” experience, as I do. I know your back will appreciate the break from bending over as well.

Good luck with your raised beds!
