
Constructing a Cold Frame

-continued-

If you answered “yes” to either questions, then a cold
frame is for you.  Cold frames (contrary to popular
belief) are simple to construct; effective ones can be
built from scrap materials and old storm windows.

By taking a little time now, the cold frame you
construct can extend your growing season by a
month in the spring and as much as 2-3 months in
the fall.

Benefits of a Cold Frame
Cold frames have many uses besides extending
harvest.  A frame can harbor tender ornamentals and
bonsai plants overwinter. Plants raised in the green-
house or home can be hardened off gradually in a
cold frame before moving them into full outdoor
exposure.  If it’s large enough, there will be room left
for forcing flowering bulbs.  Bring the bulbs inside as
you need them for flowering.

Probably the best thing about a cold frame is that it
makes it possible to grow certain crops (endive,
escarole, cos, romaine lettuce and others) well into
winter.  By adapting your frame even further with the
use of heat, a “hotbed” is created enabling you to
grow cold season vegetables all winter, excellent for
seed germination and plant propagation.

How a Cold Frame Works
A cold frame is simply a bottomless box covered with
a light-admitting lid.  It provides an environment
protected from the elements yet retains enough heat
to protect tender plants during the cold night hours.

Location
Always build your frame (or place a portable one) on
well-drained soil where water will not collect after a
heavy rain.  A southern exposure is desirable to
make maximum use of light.  Southeast or southwest

exposure is best.  Siting the cold frame next to your
home will protect it from winter winds and also
reduce the effect of the sun’s burning rays.

Building a Cold Frame
The box is most commonly made of wood, brick,
cinderblocks or metal.  Some can be combinations
of two or three materials. Before you build, consider
for what you will use it.  If you are a year-round
gardener, a more permanent structure is in order.  A
good permanent frame can be made from cinder
blocks fitted with wooden window frames.  By build-
ing a frame over a foundation and setting it into the
ground, additional insulation is obtained.

Also consider the size frame you will need.  If you
have old storm windows that can be used for the lid,
fit the frame to these.  If you grow taller plants, you
will need a deeper frame. Don’t make it too wide,
either; you may find yourself stepping into the frame
to reach plants in the back row.

Let’s consider the average gardener with just a
small garden. Nothing elaborate is needed.  A wooden
frame 4' wide by 4' long is fine.  This way, if you
need more insulation, cinder blocks can line the
inside of the frame walls.  Adapt the frame to your
needs.  If you want the ease of moving it, fine.  If not,
dig a foundation that can house the lower half of the
frame.  Fill it partially with gravel for drainage.  Some
gardeners bury the outside of their portable frames
with compost, also an excellent insulator.

When building a wood frame, use a 1" thickness
of a seasoned wood such as pine.  The frame
should be treated inside and out with a wood preser-
vative such as cuprinol.  Do not use a creosote-
based finish, as it is toxic to plants.  By painting the
inside of your frame white, you can reflect more of
the light to the plants. For a long lasting wood, cedar
or redwood is best.
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Are you frustrated by the high cost of vegetables?
Are you tired of purchasing poor quality plants in the spring?
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A typical cold frame is shown in Figure 1.  It uses old
storm windows as covers in the winter, and in sum-
mer, you can use old window screens or a wooden
lath-type construction that allows good air circulation
while cutting down the sun’s rays.  A thermometer,
easily installed in the frame, tells us when it’s too hot.
Heat is released by opening the lid slightly.

There are many ways to insulate your frame.  As
shown here, the frame is sunken into the ground
about 1'. Inside the frame are layers of 4 materials:
gravel, straw, sand and  6" of soil.  The back of the
frame is 6" higher than the front.  This creates an
angle that receives the maximum amount of sunlight.
No specific dimensions are given so as not to limit
you to a certain size. Build according to your needs.
Remember: setting the frame into the ground is not
necessary, but is recommended for best results.

Figure 1

Using Your Cold Frame
There are many uses for a frame, some of which were
mentioned earlier.  As you use them and increase your
gardening skills, you may find the need for another
frame.  For the time being, here is a simple schedule.

Late Winter (approximately 6 weeks before last spring
frost):  Sow seeds of hardy vegetables and perennials.
Sow directly in the soil.  When it warms up, they will
germinate and grow.  When it is warm enough to move
these plants into the garden, (you may have already
harvested some early lettuce and radishes) move ten-
der plants into the frame for hardening off.  Check the
thermometer often.  Winter sun can raise your cold
frame’s temperature too high.  Open the vent partially
during the day to allow to heat to escape.

Spring (mid April):  Sow seeds of warm season
vegetables and flowers for planting in mid-May.

Figure 2 is a simple plan for a hotbed.  Remember to place hardware cloth over the cable.  This will protect it
from being cut by your garden tools.  A 12' cable heats 6 square feet of ground space and is needed to keep
the ground from freezing. Cables are available with built-in thermostats preset at 70°F.  A cable is necessary
to grow vegetables year-round in the North, even in a well-insulated frame.  Otherwise, crop loss may result
in very cold weather.
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Summer:  Keep tender plants like Bonsai and young
perennials in frame under old window screens or snow
fencing.  This protects them from the sun.  Continue
sowing for plants of fall vegetable crops as needed.

Autumn (late November): Carry first year perennials
over winter in the frame.  Perennials that need cold
stratification can be sown now for spring germination
as can seeds of certain woody plants and flowers like
pansies.  Start a late fall crop of lettuce and spinach.
Continue harvesting this into winter.

Winter:  An unheated frame can be used to store root
crops like carrots, parsnips, turnips, etc.  Bury them in
straw or sand and remove as you need all winter.
Begin forcing bulbs in December for February bloom.
Remember, don’t allow the temperatures to climb too
high inside your frame.

Figure 2


