
T his time last year, gardeners were
obsessed with drought. Now we
are looking at normal rainfall

totals and a comfortable snow pack, and a
wetter winter is probably reminding some
of us why raised beds are a great idea.
Depending on your particular soil and the
lay of the land, wet soil can delay planting
by several weeks. Wet soils are difficult or
impossible to cultivate, and slow to warm
up. The calendar may say it’s time to sow,
but any seeds you do manage to get in
could rot before they germinate. 

Raised beds make it easy to maintain a
rich, crumbly soil that drains well and
warms up quickly in spring, allowing an
early start on cultivation. Seeds germinate
and grow faster. Lifting the soil surface
just a few inches above grade is helpful to
get things started, though deeper beds of
loose soil are great for carrots and
parsnips. There is no need to frame raised
beds with rock or lumber. Contained beds
do look tidy and fit well in a controlled
landscape, but uncontained beds are just as

effective and they are cheaper and easier
to build and renovate. 

Years back, much of the land at FOOD
for Lane County’s Grassroots Garden
would be under water well into spring.
Using raised beds has made year-round
gardening possible. (In the last five years,
director Mary Bradley and hundreds of
volunteers have effectively doubled the
growing area, which last year produced
40,000 lbs. of organic produce.) The sim-
ple beds in each section are 40 feet long
and about a foot high, spaced to be four
feet wide with 18 inch paths between. 

In practice, the width of the path will
vary: The top of the bed might be built

only 2 feet wide for corn or broccoli, and
paths can grow narrower during the season
as soil spills over, but the basic pattern
remains. These paths are wide enough for
wheelbarrows. You can make your own
paths as wide as you find convenient,
remembering that you will need access to
add amendments, to weed and harvest pro-
duce. To avoid compacting the nice loose
soil, the beds should be no wider than you
can tend and harvest without stepping in
them.

In Growing Vegetables West of the
Cascades, Steve Solomon described the
basic method for raising beds: When your
own soil is workable, spread an inch of

compost and any other amendments over
the entire garden area, turn the soil to a
depth of six or seven inches and then shov-
el a few inches of soil into shallow, flat
topped berms with paths between them. If
you have scanty soil or heavy, intractable
clay, bring in a mix of sandy loam and
compost to form the beds. Once built, the
beds rarely need deep cultivation: New
organic material, green or composted, can
be scratched into the top few inches every
year after the beds are neatened up. Mulch
the paths with woodchips, leaves or straw.
One gardener I met years ago swore by
oak leaves because, he said, slugs don’t
like them.

The ideal time to construct a raised bed
garden is perhaps in fall, when soils are
warm and readily workable. You can make
a raised bed any time, however, and now is
not too late. If you complete a bed by April
you can still plant broccoli, peas and many
leaf crops, and you have until late May to
plant tomatoes, peppers, squash and 
beans. ew
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Return of the Wet Winter
Why raised beds are important in local gardening.
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Asparagus
Cultivation: Plant 1- or 2-year-old crowns during
March, spacing them 12 inches apart in trenches 8
inches deep. Hold off on harvesting spears during the
first year for stronger plants the following year.
Soil/Sun: Loose, rich, well-drained soil with a high
pH. Full sun to partial shade.
Suggested Varieties: Mary Washington, Jersey Giant,
Jersey Knight.

Beans
Cultivation: Sow seeds May-July, 1 inch deep, 3-4
inches apart, at the north end of the garden if possi-
ble. Space rows 12-24 inches. Thin pole beans to 8
inches; thin bush beans to 4-6 inches. Build trellis or
pole support for pole beans before planting to avoid
injuring roots. Do not soak or pre-sprout seeds.
Treating seeds with a non-chemical legume inoculant
will help plants add more nitrogen to the soil.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained soil, pH 6.0-6.8, full sun. 
Suggested Varieties: BUSH — Oregon Blue Lake,
Tendercrop, Venture. POLE — Cascade Giant,
Kentucky Wonder, Romano, Blue Lake Pole. Shelling:
Jackson Wonder Lima, Montezuma Red, Cannellini.

Beets
Cultivation: Sow seeds March-July 3/4 inch deep, 1
inch apart. Gradually thin to 5 inches by harvesting baby
beets. Maintain consistent watering during dry weather.
Soil/Sun: Loose, well-drained soil, pH 6.5-7. Beets
don’t like acidic soil but will tolerate low fertility. Full
sun to partial shade.
Suggested Varieties: Globe: Early Wonder, Detroit
Dark Red. Cylindrical: Cyndor. Greens: Lutz Green Leaf, 

Broccoli
Cultivation: Plant transplants March-July, spaced 12-
20 inches apart. Don’t overuse nitrogen fertilizer.
Needs plentiful, consistent watering.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil, pH 6.0-7.5, full sun.
Suggested Varieties: Small Miracle, Shogun,
Umpqua Dark Green.

Brussels Sprouts
Cultivation: Sow seeds for transplants 1/4 inch
deep in 4-inch pots April 15 and plant out May 15, 18-
24 inches apart. Needs plentiful, consistent watering.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil, pH 6.0-7.5, full sun.
Suggested Varieties: Prince Marvel, Rubine, Vancouver.

Cabbage
Cultivation: Sow seeds for transplants 1/4 inch
deep in 4-inch pots before April 15 and plant out May
15, 18-24 inches apart.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil, pH 6.0-7.5, full sun.
Suggested Varieties: Derby Day, Ruby Ball, Early
Jersey Wakefield.

Chinese Cabbage
Cultivation: Plant transplants after May 15, 12-18 inches.
Closer spacings produce smaller, more flavorful heads.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil, pH 6.0-7.5, full
sun to partial shade (shade may slow down bolting in
summer crops).
Suggested Varieties:China Express.

Carrots
Cultivation: Sow seeds 1/4 inch deep, 1/4 inch
apart, March-July 15. Thin to 2 inches. Do not use fresh
manure or nitrogen fertilizer or you will get hairy
roots. Keep soil moist during germination.
Soil/Sun: Carrots require rich, loose, deeply-worked
soil that is free of stones, pH 6.0-6.8 (slightly acidic
soil is okay). Full sun to light shade.
Suggested Varieties:Royal Chantenay (esp. for heav-
ier soils), Scarlet Nantes, Nantes Bolero.

Cauliflower
Cultivation: Plant 6-week-old transplants 24 inches
apart after April 15. Avoid high-nitrogen fertilizer. 
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil, pH 6.0-7.5, full sun.
Suggested Varieties: Early Dawn, Snowball,
Fremont.

Celery
Cultivation: Plant transplants 6-12 inches apart, April
15-June. Requires plenty of water.
Soil/Sun: Rich soil, pH 6.0-7.0. Prefers full sun; will
tolerate poorly-drained soil. 
Suggested Varieties:Ventura, Golden Self-Blanching.

Corn
Cultivation: Sow seeds 1 inch deep, 4-6 inches apart,
April-June. Thin to 8-12 inches. Plant at least 4 rows of the
same variety in a block to ensure adequate pollination.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil, pH 6.0-6.8, with
full sun. 
Suggested Varieties:Early Sunglo, Seneca Horizon,
Jubilee. 

Cucumbers
Cultivation: Sow seeds in June. Space seeds 2 inch-
es apart in a row and thin to 12 inches, or plant 5-6
seeds in mounds spaced 3-5 feet apart and thin to 2
plants per mound. Grow on a trellis to save space.
Provide consistent, plentiful moisture to prevent
bitteness. 
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil with plenty of
nitrogen, neutral pH, full sun.
Suggested Varieties: Pickling: SMR 58. Slicing:
Marketmore.

Eggplant
Cultivation: Plant transplants 18-24 inches apart in
raised beds in June after nighttime temps remain
above 45F (eggplants require warm days). Use a black
plastic mulch to warm the soil.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile, slightly acidic soil,
full sun to partial shade.
Suggested Varieties:Dusky, Bambino.

Endive, Chicory, Escarole
Cultivation: Sow the seeds of these cool-season
European greens 1/4 inch deep, 2 inches apart, April-
August. Thin to 8-12 inches. Keep well-watered and
shaded during warm weather to avoid bolting.
Soil/Sun: Well-worked seedbed. Full sun to
partial shade.
Suggested Varieties:
Arugula, Radicchio. 

Garlic
Cultivation: Best planted in fall or February. Place
cloves 2 inches deep, point up, 4-6 inches apart. Keep
well-weeded. Don’t use supermarket cloves. Big
cloves produce big bulbs, so don’t plant the skinny,
small cloves — save them for cooking.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil (raised bed ideal)
with full sun. Tolerates wide range of soil but prefers
pH 6.2-6.8.
Suggested Varieties:Oregon Blue, Spanish Roja,
Purple Italian, Elephant.

Kale
Cultivation: Plant seeds or transplants May-July.
Seeds should be 1/4-1/2 inch deep, 1 inch apart. Final
spacing should be 12-18 inches. Drought-tolerant, but
flavor suffers without plenty of watering. Flavor
improves after a frost.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil, pH 6.0-7.5. Full
sun to light shade.
Suggested Varieties: Tuscan, Redbor, Dwarf
Siberian, Winterbor, Winter Red.

Kohlrabi
Cultivation: Plant seeds or transplants during April
and early May. (Late May plantings will mature in hot
weather, producing dry, woody bulbs.) Seeds should
be planted 1/2 inch deep, 1/4 inch apart. Final spac-
ing should be 6-10 inches. Needs plenty of water;
consistent moisture greatly improves germination.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil, pH 6.0-7.5, full sun.
Suggested Varieties:Superschmelz, Kongo, Grand Duke.

Leeks
Cultivation: Sow seeds in March or plant transplants in
April. Plant seeds 1/2 inch deep, 1 inch apart. Final spac-
ing should be 4-6 inches. Plant leeks in trenches 8 inch-
es deep and fill in soil as they grow to "blanch" the
stems. Leeks require consistent watering for good yields. 
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil. Full sun to par-
tial shade. 
Suggested Varieties:Giant Musselburg, King Richard. 

Lettuce
Cultivation: Plant seeds or transplants April-August. Sow
seeds 1/8 inch deep, 1 inch apart. Final spacing should be
12 inches for head lettuce, 6 inches for leaf lettuce.
Soil/Sun: Prefers loose, well-drained, cool soil, but
will tolerate a wide range. Sensitive to acidity; prefers
pH 6.2-6.8. Full sun to partial shade.
Suggested Varieties: Butterhead: Buttercrunch,
Continuity, Optima. Leaf: Red Sails, Fire Mountain,
Revolution. Crisphead, Summertime. Romaine:
Cimarron, Valmaine.

Okra
Cultivation: Sow seeds or plant transplants mid-
May to mid-June. Soak seeds in warm water for 6-12
hours to improve germination, then sow 1/4-1/2 inch
deep, 1 inch apart. Final spacing should be 12 inches.
Soil/Sun: Rich, well-drained soil. Full sun.
Suggested Varieties:Cajun Delight, Burgundy, Annie
Oakley.

Onions
Cultivation: Plant seeds or transplants April-June.
Sow seeds 1/4 inch deep, 1/2 inch apart. Final spacing
should be 4 inches for larger bulbs, 2 inches for small-
er bulbs (and higher yields). Onions require consistent,
even watering for good yields.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained, fertile soil, pH 6.2-6.8. Full sun. 
Suggested Varieties:Sweet Spanish, Walla Walla
Sweet, Yellow Ebenezer, Red Burgermaster, Redwing.

Parsley
Cultivation: Plant seeds or transplants March-June.
Sow seeds 1/2 inch deep, 2-3 seeds per inch. Final spac-
ing should be 8-10 inches.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained soil, full sun to partial shade.
Suggested Varieties:Giant Italian, Curled Dwarf.

Parsnips
Cultivation: Sow seeds 1/2 inch deep, 1 inch apart,
April-July. Thin to 3-4 inches. Using fresh manure or
high-nitrogen fertilizer will produce hairy roots.
Hardy parsnips develop their best flavor after over-
wintering through many frosts.
Soil/Sun: Loose, well-drained, fertile soil free of
stones. Heavy clay soil can cause crooked or cracked
roots. Full sun to partial shade.
Suggested Varieties:Gladiator, All American. 

Peas
Cultivation: Sow seeds 1 inch deep, 1 inch apart in a 3-
inch-wide band; space these rows 18 inches apart.
Support with a trellis. Don’t use high-nitrogen fertilizer.
Soil/Sun: Well-drained soil, pH 6.0-7.0. Full sun to
light shade. 
Suggested Varieties:Snow Peas: Oregon Sugar Pod,
Oregon Giant. Sugar Snap Peas: Cascadia, Sugar Snap.

Peppers
Cultivation: Plant transplants May-June, 12-18 inches
apart. Black plastic mulch will speed early growth and
help warm the soil.
Soil/Sun: Loose, fertile, well-drained soil, full sun.
Suggested Varieties:Sweet Bell: California Wonder,
Gypsy. Hot: Anaheim, Jalapeno, Ancho.
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