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Basic Wood Garden Bed 
 

This is one of the most common models for a raised bed that 
we have seen around South Minneapolis.  These beds are fairly 
easy and cheap to construct, and are helpful if you want to 
plant above contaminated soil.  For purposes of this 
demonstration, we are constructing a bed that is 2 boards high 
with specific measurements, but this can vary depending on 
your needs. 
 

Materials: 4 boards, 10’ long 
4 boards, 3’ long 
6 wooden stakes, 2 ft high (a few inches longer 

than the height of the bed will be) 
** Untreated cedar is the best option for wood- cedar 
is durable and naturally expands and contracts with 
moisture.**  

 

Construction: 
 

Step 1: Cut all boards to desired length to make a square or 
rectangle that fits the area where you would like to place your 
garden.  You will also need stakes in each corner which will help 
to hold the bed together.    Make sure the bed is not too wide;  
you want to be able to comfortably reach the center to attend 
to your plants 

 

Step 2:. For most ease and accuracy, attach the boards to the 
corner stakes with screws or nails.  Construct one level at a 
time until you reach the desired height.  
 

Step 3:  For beds that are long and a bit taller  
(2 or more boards high), add stakes in the  
center of the longest length of the bed. 
 

Step 4:  Once all boards are nailed/screwed together and stakes 
are stable, flip over and place in desired location. 
 

Step 5:  Fill with uncontaminated soil and compost 
and it will be ready for planting! 

  
Additional Information: 

 If you would like your bed to be handicap accessible, 
you can do so by building your bed 4-5 boards high.   

 If you create a taller bed, you may fill the bottom of the bed 
with rocks, hay, straw or woodchips. (Or a combination of 
these materials).  The top 12’’ of the bed should be filled 
with soil. 

 
Materials Cost Where to Find Them 

2x4s, cedar is best, but 
not necessary 

Depends You can buy wood from a store, such 
as Home Depot or Menards, we were 
able to salvage wood from a deck that 
was being taken apart.  We 
recommend checking Craig’s List or 
dumpsters for materials before 
purchasing. 

Screws $10/box We bought a box of 100 screws from 
Ace Hardware for about $10.  This 
was enough for 3 raised beds. 

Soil $0-$15 Craigslist, farmers, gardeners 
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 Raised Mounds (unframed) 
 
An alternative to building a structure raised beds is to simply 
build mounds for your beds.  This is another option for 
gardening when you have contaminated soil.   
 

1. Begin by laying down burlap sacks to create a barrier 
and base for our beds.   

2. Next add woodchips and hay to build up the mounds 
and give them some height and assure that your plants 
will be far removed from the contaminated soil 
underneath.  These materials also help to absorb water 
and keep the plants moist, and will eventually break 
down into soil.   

3. Next,  top the hay with about 6 inches of our soil and 
compost mixture.   

4. Finally, plant your seedlings into the mounds.  
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Materials Cost Where to find them 

Burlap Sacks Free Call wholesale coffee vendors in the 
area 

Wood Chips Free Craigslist,  

Hay $5-10 You can often find people selling this 
on craigslist, we saw some for 
$7/bundle 

Compost Free Make your own or connect with other 
gardeners in your community 

Rabbit 
Manure 

Free There was a rabbit breeding 
convention in Mpls, they were giving 
away truckloads of rabbit droppings.  
I recommend check craigslist or 
gardening listserves to connect with 
similar opportunities. 

Soil $0-
$15 

Find some for free from local 
gardeners or purchase at a gardening 
store, Home Depot, Menards 

 
Tools: 
 
Shovels 
Large bins to transport woodchips & soil 
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Pallet Gardens 
 

Step 1: Find a Pallet 
Step 2: Use a piece of sandpaper to sand down any rough                                                    
edges 
Step 3: Choose which side you’d like to plant out of, which side 

you’d like to cover up and staple the landscape fabric 
around the backside of the pallet.  It is helpful to have 2 
people for this part, one person to pull and hold the 
material, the other stapling.  It is important to pull the 
material tight across the back of the pallet because the 
soil is heavy and cloth will sag, which wastes space and 

requires more soil.       
Step 4: Lay the pallet flat on the ground and fill with soil 
 

Step 5: Plant seeds or seedlings (herbs, greens or flowers are 
best).  Pack the soil and plants in as tightly as possible 
to avoid spillage when you put the pallet upright.  
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Step 6: Let pallet lay flat for a couple weeks while soil settles.   
Step 7: Keep soil moist.  Once the soil is settled and plants 
seem firmly in place, set the pallet up against a wall or fence to 
save space, and let your garden grow! 
 

 
Materials Cost Where to get them 

Pallet free Find them near dumpsters behind 
grocery stores, or ask your local 
grocery store or food shelf 

Soil $0-$15 Craigslist, Menards/Home Depot 

Landscape 
Fabric 

$10-$15 per 
roll, enough 
for at least 2 
pallet beds 

Menards, Home Depot, Gardening 
supply stores 

Staple Gun & 
Staples 

$15-$20 Hardware store, Menards, Home 
Depot, Or ask around your 
neighborhood and borrow one for 
free! 

Sandpaper $1-$3 Hardware stores 

 
Tools: Shovel 
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Burlap Potato Planting 
 
 

Step 1: Buy organic potatoes (non-organic potatoes will not 
work).  Place them in a shoe box in a cool dark place until they 
sprout.   
 
Step 2: Once they sprout, cut the potatoes into sections that  
contain 2-3 eyes. 
 
Step 3: Begin to fill a burlap sack with a layer of one of the 
following items: straw, dirt, sand, or mulch. Place the potatoes 
on top of this layer with the roots pointing upwards. 
 
Step 4: Cover your first layer to potatoes with dirt and water.   
 
Step 5: Repeat this process until you reach the top of the 
burlap sack.  
 
Step 6: When the plant dies down in the fall you can harvest 
your potatoes.  
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Materials Cost Where to find them 

Organic Potatoes  Grocery store, co-ops, farmers 
market 

Burlap Sack Free  

Planting medium: 
Mulch, dirt, sand, 
straw 

 Use what you can find or what 
you have available 

Soil $0-
$15 

Craigslist, or purchase at a 
gardening store or 
Menards/Home Depot 

 

Tools: Shovel 
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Circular Garden with Recycled Bottles 

There are various models of circular garden beds, this is a 

simple model using recycled materials.  People plant circular 

beds for various reasons: space efficiency, permaculture, and 

aesthetic reasons.  If you like this style, we also suggest looking 

into mandala and keyhole gardens.   

Step 1: Collect recycled glass bottles (wine bottles or long neck 

beer bottles work best) 

Step 2: Select the space for your garden.   

Step 3: Measure the circle from the center. One way to do this 

is to put a stick or post in the ground in the center of your 

circle, and tie a string to the post that will measure the radius 

of your garden.  (Make sure that the radius of the circle is no 

more than an arm’s length so that you are able to reach all 

plants comfortably when standing in the center.) Walk in a 

circle, marking the circumference of the bed with rocks or some 

other type of marker.  

Step 4: Insert the glass bottles upside down into the circular 

path that you have created marking the circumference of your 

garden. Leave a 1-2 foot wide opening in the circle for a 

pathway.  This opening may also be bordered with glass 

bottles.   

Step 5: Once the border is created with glass bottles, fill the 

bed with non-contaminated soil and compost mixture.  

Step 6: Plant your seedlings or seeds! 
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Materials Cost Where to find it 

Glass Bottles Free If you don’t produce enough of 
your own glass bottles at your 
home, ask friends or neighbors to 
save theirs for you 

Soil $0-$15 Craigslist, or purchase from 
gardening store or Menards/Home 
Depot 
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Hanging Garden 

For those without yard space or who would like to take 

advantage of an existing structure in their yard.  This is also a 

way to avoid critters eating your plants. 

Step 1: Use burlap sack and cut so that it will hang from a fence 

without too much height when filled with soil. Leave the back 

long for attaching to a fence or structure.  

Step 2: Fill with soil and plant. 

**This style is good for herbs, peas, greens, or other light 

vegetables that do not need a lot of root space.  

 

Materials Cost Where to find them 

Burlap Sack Free Coffee Wholesalers 

Soil $0-
$15 

Criagslist, or purchase at 
gardening store or 
Menards/Home Depot 

 

Tools: Scissors (to cut sack), zip ties or wire to fasten the sack to 

structure 

11 

 

 

 

Raised Bed Reference Chart 

 

 
 
 

Basic 
Wood 
Bed 

Raised 
Mound 

Potato 
Sack 

Pallet  
Garden 

Hanging 
Garden 

Keyhole 
Garden 

Durable ++  + ++ + + 

Handicap 
Accessible  

A 

++  + ++ ++  

Low 
Cost 

+ ++ ++ + ++ ++ 

For Poor 
Soil 

++ ++ ++ ++ ++ + 

Easy 
Assembly 

 + ++ + ++ + 

Recycled 
Materials 

+ + ++ + + ++ 

Space 
Efficient 

  ++ + ++ + 

Deters 
Animals 

+  ++ + ++  
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Beds Made From Rocks, Glass Bottles, or 
Other Materials 
 
You can also construct a garden bed from rocks, or from other 
types of found materials.  An advantage of this type of bed is 
that you don’t need tools, and you may be able to build it 
entirely by recycling items you already have.   
 
 
Construction 
 

1. Assemble enough materials to form an outline around 
the area where you want to plant your garden.   

 
2. Turn over the soil inside the outline.   

 
3. Line up or stack your materials to form the outer 

boundary of your bed.  If you are using bottles, stick 
them neck first into the ground until they are halfway 
buried. 

 
4. Add more soil if desired. 
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Materials Cost Where to Find  
Them 

Rocks, glass 
bottles or jars, 
bricks, clay 
roofing tiles, old 
dinner plates, sea 
shells, bowling 
balls, tires, fallen 
tree limbs, or any 
other non-toxic 
material 

Free! In your garage, 
basement, recycle 
bin, or online at 
sites like Freecycle 
and Craigslist 

 

Tools: Shovel 
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FILLING YOUR GARDEN BED 

Where to get free/cheap soil 
 
Topsoil is crucial to gardens with contaminated soils. Although 
many kinds of contamination are difficult to remove, piling 
uncontaminated topsoil on top of contaminated soil may be an 
adequate solution. This resource is also useful for mixing with 
compost to build up raised beds. However, finished compost 
from NRG can be used on its own in a garden bed with fantastic 
results. 
 

NRG Processing Solutions 
8585 W. 78th St., Ste 240 
Bloomington, MN 55438 
(952) 946-6999 

 
Stores 
 
Neighborhood garden and hardware stores often sell bags of 
garden soil if only a small amount is needed. It also never hurts 
to ask for a discount—some neighborhood stores are very 
happy to support community greening efforts, especially if the 
store is recognized for their help with a letter or other means of 
conveying appreciation. Also, don’t forget to ask stores if they 
have open bags,  they may be willing to sell at half price. 
 
Craigslist: 
 
Often if you go online to craigslist, www.craigslist.org , and go 
to the ‘yard’ or ‘free’ section, you can find people who are 
trying to get rid of soil or other fillers, such as woodchips.   
Things to consider: You will usually need to have some sort of 
way to transport the materials, and if you are picking up soil, 

make sure you ask where the dirt came from, if it has been 
tested, and why they are getting rid of it.  
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 Starting Seedlings 
 

In climates such as Minnesota, it is advisable to start seeds 
indoors in early spring in order to extend the growing season.  
It is fairly simple and inexpensive, and will give your garden a 
head start while you wait for the ground to thaw.  I usually start 
my needs during the month of March or April. 
 
Containers: We recommend using either peat or plastic cell 
packs for seedlings.  It is best to use containers that are in 
divided sections so that roots don’t grow together once they 
begin to expand.  And remember, plastic cell packs can be 
washed and re-used year after year.   
 
 
Location: You can purchase grow lights or florescent lights to 
provide ample light for your seedlings.  Another option is to 
place your seedling trays in south-facing windows if your home 
receives a lot of sunlight.  
 
Transplanting to Outdoors: A week or 2 before you are ready 
to put your plants into the soil outdoors, you will want to start 
hardening your seedlings.  If you bring your seedling from 
indoors to outdoors without a gradual process, they will be 
shocked and are not likely to survive.  Begin by bringing your 
seedling trays outdoors form about an hour a day.  Each day 
extend the amount to time they are outside by ½ to 1 hour.  By 
the end of 2 weeks your plants should be hearty enough to 
withstand temperature fluxuations and severe weather.  
Transplant your plants on a cloudy day or late in the day after 
peak sunlight.  
 

http://www.craigslist.org/
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Garden Bed Tools 
 
Raised bed gardens can be create and maintained with no tools 
whatsoever. A raised bed could simply be a mound of dirt on 
the ground that isn’t contained by any sort of structure and is 
completely seeded and harvested by hand. However, tools sure 
can be helpful. Some of the most useful tools for building and 
maintaining a garden bed are: 
 

 Hammer/Drill 

 Nails, Screws, or Nuts and Bolts 

 Joints, Braces, or Stakes 

 Spade, Shovel 

 Fork (for cultivating unbroken soil, mixing in compost, 
and breaking up clods of dirt to make it easier for roots 
to travel) 

 Hand trowel 

 Hand Fork 

 Rake 
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Tips 

 Try out sizes of tools before you acquire them. You’re 
going to use them a lot. For the sake of your back, you 
want them to fit your body type. 

 Handles made with hard woods or that are coated in 
metal will last the longest. 

 The highest quality metals tools should say “single 
forged,” stainless Steel,” “carbon steel,” “epoxy 
coated,” or “tempered.”  

 
Where to get free/cheap tools 

 Hardware Stores. This is the most expensive option, but 
if you purchase a quality tool and take care of it, it 
should last you a lifetime. Dedicated gardening stores 
are another great place to look for high quality, yet 
expensive, tools. Buy your nails, screws, and other 
fasteners in bulk at your local hardware store. These 
sorts of things can be purchased in bulk for pennies on 
the dollar.  

 Y2G.org check this website to see who near you may 
have the materials you need to get started. A Great 



  

way to meet your neighbors and promote gardening 
together. 

 The Southeast Como Improvement Association (SECIA) 
currently has a functioning tool lending library in the 
Como neighborhood available to anyone who is a 
resident of Southeast Minneapolis. They make 
exceptions for folks living outside of Southeast if they 
are part of a nearby Community Garden (if you find and 
join a community garden you’ll discover all sorts of 
great opportunities of continuous learning and access 
to the necessary resources). You can contact SECIA at 
gardens@secomo.org. They are located at 837 15th 
Ave SE, Mpls MN 55414. 612-676-1731 

 

Do your neighbors garden? Make friends with them and I’m 
sure they’d be willing to share tools with you. 
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http://www.gardeningknowhow.com/design/keyhole-garden-

beds.htm 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/3482845/How-to-make-a-

Keyhole-Garden-East-African-style 

http://www.gardenwiseonline.ca/gw/garden-talk/sharon-

hanna/2009/06/08/grow-potatoes-coffee-sack 

http://www.sustainableeats.com/2009/04/19/planting-

potatoes/ 
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