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A hot bed potentially provides a stable growing environment and longer growing season. 

What is a hot bed? 

The traditional description is ‘a bed hollowed out like a trough and filled with manure which heats 

up and nourishes the plants grown in the bed’.  

It is made up of a manure base, warmed growing medium and a lid on top that can be opened for 

ventilation. 

Millions of micro-organisms generate the heat. 

Fresh horse manure is best. Preferably with straw and urine from the bedding process, as it gives the 

right balance of carbon and nitrogen. 

March 2018 experiment: 

In open ground – 12 seeds sown (lettuce?). 8 germinated 66%. Very spindly plants. 

In hot bed - 12 seeds sown. 100% germinated and were markedly more healthy plants. 

Same with leeks, 100% germination in hot bed, only 43% in open ground. 

Introduction 

3 year study undertaken as Tom’s dissertation for his degree. He likes growing veg so it 

formed the basis of his study. He is not suggesting hot beds as an alternative to your usual 

methods, but something different to try. 

Hot Bed Benefits 

Bottom heat source to aid germination. 

Extended growing season. 

Stable environment for tender plants. 

Counters weeds, diseases and pests. 

Offers a protected growing environment. 

Inexpensive repurposed materials. (Especially if you nick the weed membrane from your 

mum.) 

Can be reused each season 

The organic matter can be used as a mulch afterwards. 

It is good fun! 

Daylight length  

Winter solstice 8 hours. Spring equinox 10 hours. Summer solstice 16 hours. Autumn 

equinox 10 hours. 

Growing on a hot bed can tap into growing during shorter daylight hours. 

History: 

Hot beds predate 1085 A.D. Roman Emperor Tiberius liked salad so it was grown for him in a 

hot bed. 



Thomas Hill championed hotbeds in 1600s. 

Used on commercial scale in 1846 in America. Also popular in France. 

Widespread use in Victorian times as a lot of horses and easily accessible manure. 

Declined during 20th century with advances in transport of fruit/veg on a wider scale.  

Small resurgence in Dig for Victory during WWII. 

Are hotbeds relevant today? 

Tom did a survey of selected growers. He enquired about their vegetable growing and 

looked into what conditions veg need to thrive. He also investigated what veg people want 

to grow, temperature required, how much irrigation needed, pests and disorders. 

 

Data received from NVS growers - 75 respondents. 

70% had heard of hot beds but only 21 % had used them. 

Did people have access to manure – 67% yes. 

Did their plot have a southern aspect – 57% yes 

When did they traditionally sow seeds – 36% sowed Feb/March.  

63% had a perception it was important to sow early, but did not follow up on it. 

65% liked to grow traditional veg. 

42% had experienced problems in open ground. 

Nearly all grew carrots, tomatoes, potatoes, leeks, parsnips onion sets. 

Less popular were salads, squashes, cabbages. 

 

Problems generally experienced with gardening – 42 respondents 

Club root, carrot root fly, tomato blight, slugs, snails, deer, pigeons, poor soil, downy 

mildew, late frosts – can a hot bed help with these? 

 

Hotbed study – Lost Gardens of Heligan - pineapple pit 

The Heligan pineapple pit takes 30 tons of manure. Manure goes into brick trenches on both 

sides of the pineapple house. They also use bark chips. Air circulates into the pineapple 

house. Rush matting is draped over the glasshouse for protection if required. Successfully 

grows pineapples in the UK, albeit in the warmer temperatures of Cornwall, however too big 

for a small-scale grower to construct. 

Charles Dowding greenhouse hot bed. 

Tom helped put together Charles Dowding’s hot bed one year, which was in a greenhouse. 

1.2 x 1.2m made of plywood with bailer twine holding together. They piled up about a ton of 

manure with straw.  

Seeds were germinated on top in seed trays. There was no direct sowing in the growing 

medium. 

Hotbed for small-scale growers. 

Tom constructed a hot bed using four pallets. 1.1m x 1.1m. Time efficient and easy to build.  

Not too big, so easy to reach in, also to use sitting down. 

Designed to suit a desirable range of crops. 

The growing medium used was top soil and Tom grew directly into it as well as into seed 

trays placed on top. 



Construction was tapered like a cold frame. Cut the two sides so they slope towards you – 

they need to be lower at the front for maximum solar gain. Line with fabric – black is good 

for heat retention. Lid is just a piece of Perspex for good light transference. Tom wrapped his 

hot bed with chicken wire to deter rats.  

• Prepare beds now - end Feb/beginning March.  

• Fill with manure/organic matter and tamp down so there are no air pockets, then top with a 

layer of top soil.  

• Ratio of manure to growing medium is about 2:1 - really depends on what you are growing 

in it and how deep their roots are. 

• Manure with wood shavings is not as good as with straw, although it holds urine better. 

Ideally want straw but can always give it a go with wood shavings and see what happens. Let 

Tom know! 

• Let the hot bed cool off a bit before planting if too hot. 

• Tom left his about a week before sowing. 

• Traditionally the method was to put a bamboo cane down into the bed, and if too hot to 

handle when taken out, give the bed longer to cool. 

 

As a control bed for comparison, Tom also constructed a raised bed beside the hot bed using the 

same top soil to grow in. Grew the same seeds in the same way. Open to the elements whereas the 

hot bed was enclosed. Could not control irrigation on the raised bed because it was open. 

• The trial coincided with ‘Beast from the East’, so it was a good trial for comparison with the 

hot bed. 

• The temperature reading was 2 degrees in open ground vs 15 degrees in the hot bed. 

• Lettuce germinated 12 March in the hot bed vs 20 March in open ground but some in open 

ground subsequently failed. 

• French beans and parsnips failed to germinate in both open ground and the hot bed. 

• Tomatoes in seed tray were healthy and were potted on; in open ground only 2 germinated 

and were not worth potting on. 

• Significant difference between growth rates of plants in hot bed. 

• Both sowing direct into the hot bed and into seed trays worked well in the hot bed. 

• Conclusion – hot beds work well. Worth a try! 

 

“Vegetable production and practices” – good book about the science behind hotbeds. 

 

 

 


