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Raised Beds
Taking Your Edibles to a New Level

What is a raised bed?
Creating a raised bed is a way of raising the soil in your garden above the nor-

mal level. The most basic type is achieved by mounding the soil, but you can also 
construct a box or frame to hold the soil.

Why make raised beds?
Raised beds are a good choice for urban gardeners working with soil that is not 

suitable for planting, such as poor-quality soil that has too much sand or clay in 
it, or soil that contains contaminants. Brooklynites who haven’t had their soil 
tested should assume it is contaminated with heavy metals and should grow food 
only in containers or raised beds. For more information on how to get your soil 
tested, see the Brooklyn Backyard Brigade’s handout on Soil Contamination.
Raised beds have other advantages. They allow the soil to be exposed to more 

air, and they result in less compaction (you don’t need to step on the soil to take 
care of your plants). The roots get more oxygen and can use water more effi-
ciently, and weeds are easier to pull out. You can also plant earlier in the spring 
because the soil warms up more quickly. Finally, raised beds are great for garden-
ers with back problems or other physical challenges.

building a raised bed
The bed should be at least 8 to 12 inches deep. The deeper, the better, but build-

ing higher than 24 inches is tricky because you will most likely need external 
support. Four feet should be the maximum width, so you can reach the entire bed 
without stepping in it. Start with as flat a surface as possible, as a slanted bed will 
collect water in one corner or end. 
The simplest way to create a raised bed is to mound the soil. But for a more 

stable alternative, you can make a raised bed by building a box or frame. You can 
use almost any material to create a frame, as long as it is not treated with chemi-
cals that could leach into the soil. Wood and concrete blocks are both popular 
materials:
• Wood - Cedar is the most rot-resistant choice, but it is not native to New York 
City. Many people use untreated pine or fir, but it has a shorter life. You can also 
use plastic wood, but be advised that it is harder to cut and drill through than 
regular wood. Avoid wood treated with chemicals or creosote, as they can leach 
into the ground. Dykes Lumber (718-624-3350) sells cedar and untreated fir, as 
well as plastic wood.
• Concrete blocks - Concrete blocks last longer than wood but are more cum-
bersome to transport and not as aesthetically pleasing. But they also hold more 
heat, especially if you fill the cavities with rocks (or gravel or sand) as you stack 
them. To make your structure more stable, alternate the blocks as you stack 
them. You can further stabilize the structure by putting rebar vertically through 
each cavity. (Home Depot and Lowe’s sell concrete blocks; good sizes are 8” x 
8” x 16” and 6” x 8” x 16”.)



Filling your raised bed
If your soil is contaminated with heavy metals 

(and if you haven’t had it tested, you should assume 
it is), you will have to fill the beds with new soil and 
compost. Make sure you are using soil that is suit-
able for growing edibles. Hardware stores usually 
carry potting soil for houseplants, which is expen-
sive and unnecessary, and topsoil that is meant for 
fill-in landscaping or construction, which is cheaper 
but not suited for growing edibles. If you don’t have 
a farmer friend with some delicious, organic dirt, 
buy a baled mix like ProMix (sold at David Shan-
non Nursery & Florist (718-436-4521; $35 for a 
compressed bale of 3.8 cubic feet that expands to 7 
cubic feet). 
Some people also recommend laying down a layer 

of landscape fabric (available at Lowe’s and other 
hardware stores) before you fill your bed. This al-
lows for air and water movement between your bed 
and the land but keeps roots from contacting con-
taminated soil. 
If your soil is not contaminated but is of poor 

quality, you can amend it. A rough guide is to use 
two-thirds native soil, one-third compost, and some 
sand. (Make sure you use sand intended for garden-
ing, not sand for sandboxes). Over time, the soil 
will settle, so you will most likely need to add soil 
each year. 
Once your raised beds are established, add a layer 

of compost or aged manure each year. You can 
supply your own compost if you compost at home 
or at a community garden. You can also purchase 
it from the Lower East Side Ecology Center (212-
477-4022), at $12 for 20 lbs. Composted manure 
can be purchased at hardware stores (Leopoldi’s 
sells a 40-lb. bag for $3.99-$8.99; 718-499-6563) 
and nurseries (Shannon). You can also grow a cover 
crop (such as rye, buckwheat, or clover) that will 
protect the soil surface. In the spring, this crop is 
turned under to add nourishment to the soil.

design For a simple raised bed
(finished dimensions: 3’ x 5’ x 18”)
Materials:
• Two 5’ x 18” x 3/4” rough cedar boards (avail-
able at Dykes)
• Two 3’ x 18” x 3/4” rough cedar boards (Dykes)
• One roll landscape fabric (Lowe’s and other 
hardware stores)

Questions about gardening?
Contact us at 

brooklynbackyard@gmail.com
And join our online community on Facebook! 

• Four 4” x 4” x 24” rough cedar or other wood 
posts (Dykes)
• Wood screws 
• Tools: Power drill, bit to pre-drill holes, Phillips 
head bit, scissors

To assemble: Lay boards on flat ground with four 
holes dug for anchoring posts. Screw together (have 
a second person hold the boards). Line with land-
scape fabric (attach with a staple gun, or just let the 
dirt hold it in place).
You can also add hollow copper pipe on the inside 

held with brackets to create a “hoop house”--put 
bendy poles in the pipe and cover the bed with 
plastic to extend the growing season. To protect 
your seeds from critters, cover your bed with net-
ting (green plastic netting with 1/2” square holes is 
available at most hardware stores). 


