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Don’t “Dig for Victory” If you have a bad back!

INTRODUCTION  The evolution of my “no dig” #1 raised beds 

When I first arrived in Devon from Scotland as a young man, I was amazed by having to mow the lawn in 
January, delighted to see daffodils flowering in February, seduced by sowing seeds in March.
But I was also agonised by an aching back after digging my own first garden.

Roll on 40 years, retirement looming, and I was getting near the top of the waiting list for an allotment in Exeter.  
And by now I had a history of three slipped discs……… so I decided that I would be designing a “No Dig” 
allotment plot from the outset.
There are lots of good books and magazine articles about the pros and cons of no dig gardening #2

A lot of allotmenteers use the wonderful internet for sources of info and advice.#3

The principals and practice of “no dig” gardening are as follows:
- You only apply compost or manure to the surface as mulches and let the worms dig it in for you
- You do not disturb the natural ecosystem of bacteria and particularly fungi living in the ground that 

feeds your crops.  
- You don’t ever walk on the soil so there is no compaction and the roots benefit from better aeration 

and drainage as well.  
- As a result, you can space your crops much closer together and this means yields are just as good or 

better than traditional open ground growing. 
- The balance of underground insects and bugs is also more neutral

Slugging it out
The guru of no dig gardening is Charles Dowding and he does not bother with sides to his no dig beds, 
suggesting he gets less slugs because there is nowhere for them to hide during the day. I think that is a very 
good option and I have done that in the past. 
However, the main reason for me having raised beds was to reduce strain on my spine so I decided I wanted my 
beds to be as high as I could make them. That is why I chose to use scaffolding planks for the sides.  

So, I use both “Nemaslug” and ferrous sulphate slug pellets on the 
beds containing slug susceptible plants. I cover the soil for long term 
crops like sweet corn, purple sprouting broccoli, leeks, courgettes and 
squashes with woven membrane and burn a hole for each plant 
individually.  (You have to apply Nemaslug a week or so before laying 
the membrane).
Clearly a pet hedgehog would be useful.  Remember a lot of the 
larger slugs and snails you see are actually eating the little ones that 
eat your plants 

What to make the beds from 
I decided I wanted to have beds that would last a long time in view of 
the work that was going into creating them, so the sides were being 
built of old scaffolding planks painted on both sides with Creocote 
and the insides lined with heavy duty house-building damp proof 
polythene. I hammered angle irons into the ground for supports, both 
at the corners and at the joins in the planks. [photo] – I paid full price 
for these to be cut at a steel stockholder at Highfield industrial estate 

opposite Crealy fun park, on the A3052, the same estate as Coastal Compost. 



   

I was fortunate to have a volunteer to creocote the planks for me, so they were ready to slot into the angle 
irons. At some corners I formed 45degree joints but other I just used coach bolts to butt fasten the short ends to 
the long sides.

UPDATE 2021 – I have barked my shins several times on the corner angle irons and therefore I have started to 
switch to using long coach-bolts to connect the corners of all the beds.
I shall use the redundant angle irons to brace the mid points of the longer side of the beds 

I have used various widths of builders DPM#6  to line the inside of the beds.  In practice you need one that is at 
least 5cm wider than the height of your bed sides from the level of the path. That means you can tack down the 
DPM over the top of the boards to stop soil slipping out between them.  Another allotment neighbour uses 
sacrificial strips of wooden batten to secure the ploythene to the top of the scaffold boards 

If you have access to non-rotting plastic material like solid topped plastic pallets, then your technique would be 
different, but the principals of the raised beds remain the same.

PLANNING 


