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For backyard growers in Northeast Tennessee, raised beds offer the ultimate shortcut to 
gardening success. They drain beautifully, warm up quickly in the spring, and save your back 
from hours of bending. However, a raised bed is only as good as the soil inside it. Left alone, 
standard soil quickly compacts into a brick-like texture that suffocates plant roots. 
 
The secret to keeping your raised beds fertile, loose, and productive year after year is compost. 
Compost introduces vital nutrients, beneficial microbes, and structural balance to your soil. But 
maximizing its benefits requires a strategic approach. Simply throwing a random bag of 
decomposed leaves over your old soil won't yield optimal results. 
 
The Ideal Ratios for New Beds 
If you are filling a brand-new raised bed, do not make the mistake of filling it entirely with pure 
compost. While compost is incredibly rich, pure compost drains too quickly, lacks mineral 
weight, and can actually burn tender young plant roots due to high nutrient concentrations. 
Instead, aim for a balanced structural blend or a standard topsoil-compost split. The ideal ratio 
for a new raised bed is equal parts of  high-quality topsoil, organic compost, and coarse builder's 
sand or vermiculite. 
 
The topsoil provides the essential mineral base and weight to anchor plant roots. The sand or 
vermiculite creates tiny air pockets that guarantee excellent water drainage. The compost acts as 
the nutritional engine, holding onto moisture like a sponge while slowly releasing nitrogen, 
phosphorus, and potassium as plants grow. Thoroughly blend these three components together 
using a wheelbarrow or a garden fork before filling your beds to ensure an even distribution of 
nutrients. 
 
Rejuvenating Existing Beds: The Layering Method 
If your raised beds are already established, you will notice that the soil level drops by a few 
inches every single year. This happens because plants naturally consume the nutrients, and the 
organic matter breaks down over time. 
 
Rather than digging up your entire bed and starting over every spring, you can easily top off your 
soil using a non-disruptive technique called the Top-Dressing Method. 
 

• Clear the surface: In early spring or late autumn, clear out any dead plant debris or weeds 
from the bed. 

• Apply the compost: Add a clean, 2-to-3-inch layer of well-rotted compost directly over 
the existing soil surface. 

• Let nature work: Do not till or violently mix the compost into the old dirt. Tilling disrupts 
the fragile network of beneficial fungi and earthworm tunnels that keep your soil healthy. 
Instead, simply rake the compost flat. Rainwater, earthworms, and soil microbes will 
naturally pull the rich nutrients down into the root zone for you. 

 



Choosing and Curing Your Compost 
The quality of your compost matters immensely. Whether you make it at home using kitchen 
scraps and yard waste or buy it in bulk from a local nursery, ensure it is fully "cured." True 
compost should look like dark, crumbly cake-frosting, smell like a fresh forest floor after a 
rainstorm, and contain no recognizable pieces of food or sticks. 
 
If the compost smells like ammonia or feels hot to the touch, it is still decomposing. Using "hot" 
compost can rob your soil of nitrogen and damage your vegetable harvests. 
 
By applying a fresh layer of cured black gold to your raised beds every season, you feed the soil 
that feeds your plants, ensuring a heavy harvest of tomatoes, peppers, and greens from spring 
through frost. 
 
Resources 
 
“How to use compost in gardens and landscapes,” 
https://extension.oregonstate.edu/catalog/em-9308-how-use-compost-gardens-landscapes  
 
“Soil Health in Raised Beds,” https://extension.psu.edu/soil-health-in-raised-beds  
 
“Chapter 11- Growing Vegetables in the Tennessee Home Garden,” 
https://mastergardener.tennessee.edu/chapter-11-growing-vegetables-in-the-tennessee-home-
garden/  
 
For more information about gardening, visit UTHORT’s YouTube site for helpful videos: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCjS3d1IklH1OZ1Z2qPvhgfQ  
 
Or Washington County’s YouTube site: 
https://www.youtube.com/@utextensionwashingtoncounty  
 
How do I ask a question? 
If you have questions for the Master Gardeners, submit them to us on our website 
at www.netmga.net. Click the link at the top of the page, “ASK A MASTER GARDENER” to 
send in your question. Questions that are not answered in this column will receive a response 
from a Master Gardener to the contact information you provide. 
 
The Master Gardener Program is offered by the University of Tennessee Extension. The purpose 
of the Master Gardener program is to train people as horticultural-educated volunteers. These 
volunteers work in partnership with the local Extension office in their counties to expand 
educational outreach, providing home gardeners with researched-based information. 
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