Good Casting Practices: Thin Concrete Garden Bed
Panels

Welcome to the guide for casting thin, high-strength concrete panels. These molds allow you to
create sleek panels that are 1-1/2" thick and approximately 33% lighter than the original 2-1/2"
castings. Because these panels are thin, using the right concrete mix is essential for durability.

This guide is to be used in conjunction with the Thin High-Strength Garden Bed Molds Blog Post
and accompanying Youtube Video.

Phase 1: Introduction & Preparation

Tools & Equipment Checklist

e Heavy-Duty Drill & Mixing Attachment: Mixing concrete requires high torque; a corded
drill with a paddle mixer is recommended.

Two 5-Gallon Pails: Used for blending ingredients.

Rubber Mallet: For vibrating the molds to remove air bubbles.

PPE: Gloves and a respirator/mask (rated P100) to protect against dust.

Lubricants: Paste finishing wax (for the mold) and petroleum jelly (for the pipes).

Rub Brick: Silicone carbide stone for smoothing cured edges.

Digital Scale: Required only if using the "Best Results" custom mix.

Step 1: Preparing the Molds
Proper preparation ensures a smooth finish and easy release.

1. Mold Cavity (Paste Wax): Apply a thin coat of paste finishing wax to the inner surface.
Let it dry to a haze (10-15 mins), then buff to a shine with a clean cloth. Wax provides a
better finish than mineral oil.

2. Pipes (Petroleum Jelly): Apply a thick coat of petroleum jelly to the PVC pipes using a
brush. This allows the pipes to slide out easily even if left longer than 6 hours.

3. Reinforcement: Cut 9-gauge wire grid (approx. 6" x 6" spacing) to fit the mold, leaving a
2-inch clearance from the edges.

Phase 2: Choosing Your Concrete Mix

There are two ways to fill these molds. Choose the method that best fits your experience level
and desired finish.
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Option A: The Simpler Approach (Ready-Mix Bags)

Best for beginners or those wanting a straightforward process without weighing individual
ingredients.

Very good results have been obtained using standard high-strength premixed bags available at
most hardware and building supply stores.

What to Buy: Look for "High Strength"” Concrete Mix rated for 5000 psi or 6000 psi.
Instructions: Follow the water ratios provided on the bag.

Note: While this method is easier, ensure you do not make the mix too wet (soupy), as
this weakens the concrete. It should be workable but not runny.

Option B: Best Results (Custom Countertop Blend)

Best for a professional, ultra-smooth finish and maximum strength.

This technique mimics "concrete countertop" recipes. It involves weighing ingredients and using
a plasticizer to create a pourable mix with very little water.

Ingredients Sourced from Building Supply Stores:
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Pea Gravel: Structural aggregate.
Masonry Sand: Fills voids for smoothness.
Portland Cement: The binder.

Plasticizer (Water Reducer): Essential for low-water flow. Recommendation: ADVA
555.

Water: Cold and clean.

The Mixing Procedure (By Weight): Note: Refer to the ManAboutTools blog for specific
gram/Ib weights for your mold size.

1.

Weigh & Blend Dry: Place an empty pail on your scale. Weigh the pea gravel and
cement; mix them with your drill. Add the weighed sand and mix again. Ensure there are
no clumps.
Prepare Liquid: Weigh the water and add the plasticizer (water reducer) directly to it.
Combine:

o Pour half the liquid into an empty pail. Add some dry mix and blend.

o Gradually add the remaining liquid and dry mix.

o The Transformation: The mix will look dry at first. Keep mixing. As the

plasticizer activates, the mix will liquefy and smooth out right before your eyes.

Final Check: Hand stir to ensure no dry clumps remain at the bottom.

Phase 3: Pouring & Curing
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These steps apply to both the "Simpler Approach” and the "Best Results" mix.

Step 2: Filling the Molds

1. First Pour: Pour enough concrete to fill the mold halfway.

2. Vibrate: Tap the table or bench vigorously with a rubber mallet. This vibration forces air

bubbles to the surface.

Insert Reinforcement: Lay the cut wire grid onto the wet concrete.

Top Up: Pour the remaining concrete to fill the mold, stopping just 1/8" shy of the rim.

5. Final Vibration: Tap the bench again with the mallet to release any remaining trapped
air.

W

Step 3: Curing Timeline

Day 1 (Immediately after pouring): Once the concrete begins to solidify, cover the molds with
a sheet of plastic to retain moisture.

Day 2 (The next morning):

e Remove Pipes: Grip the nail inserted in the pipe hole and twist/pull. Thanks to the
petroleum jelly, they should slide out easily.

e Re-Cover: Spray the concrete with a water mist and cover it back up with the plastic
sheet. Keeping concrete damp is essential for strength.

Day 3 (48 hours after pouring):

e Unmold: Grip the mold from underneath at the ends and rotate it over against your
workbench. Gently lift one end of the mold while pressing down on the middle of the
panel. The casting should drop out smoothly due to the wax application.

Step 4: Post-Cure Care
Once unmolded, the panels will be a medium gray. Set them on the floor and wrap them in

plastic or keep them sprayed with water to cure for a few weeks. They will lighten in color as
they cure and dry.

Phase 4: Finishing & Assembly

Finishing the Panels
Freshly cast panels may have sharp edges where the concrete met the mold lip.

e Smoothing: Use a rub brick (silicone carbide) to sand down sharp edges. This only
takes a few minutes per casting and is perfect for rounding corners.
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Garden Bed Assembly
To assemble your raised bed, you will need a spirit level, framing square, and landscape spikes.

1. Site Prep: Ensure the ground is level. It is good practice to support the panels on a layer
of sand or fine gravel.

2. Alignment: Set the panels 90° to each other so the corner holes line up. Pin the corners
together by sliding a galvanized landscape spike through the holes.

3. Check Square: Before driving the spikes into the ground, check the box with a framing
square and ensure it is level.

4. Secure: Tap the spikes into the ground with your rubber mallet.

Stacking for Taller Beds
These thin panels can be stacked to create deeper garden beds.

e Hardware: Instead of landscape spikes, use 3/8" steel rod (often sold for electric
fencing). Cut the rod to length (e.g., 24" for a double-high bed).

e Method: Build the first row, ensuring it is level and square. Stack the second row on
top—it is easier to stack onto a completed bottom row than to build both layers
simultaneously.

Troubleshooting

e Scent: Some powdered plasticizers (like Suzer 7) have a sour odor. ADVA 555 is
preferred as it smells less and offers better suspension.

e Cracking: If you see hairline cracks, ensure you are not using Rapid Set mortar and
that you are keeping the concrete covered and moist during the first 48 hours.

e Color: You can experiment by adding cement dye to the mix if you want a color other
than natural gray.

Important Warning: Do Not Use Rapid Set Mortar

Do not use "Rapid Set Mortar Mix" (commonly found at big box stores) in these plastic molds.
While this mix works for wooden molds, it generates significant heat during curing. In plastic
molds, this heat cannot escape, causing the concrete to expand and form surface cracks.

For more projects, molds, and video tutorials, visit ManAboutTools.com

© 2026 Man About Tools Ltd 4


http://manabouttools.com

	Good Casting Practices: Thin Concrete Garden Bed Panels 
	Phase 1: Introduction & Preparation 
	Tools & Equipment Checklist 
	Step 1: Preparing the Molds 

	Phase 2: Choosing Your Concrete Mix 
	Option A: The Simpler Approach (Ready-Mix Bags) 
	Option B: Best Results (Custom Countertop Blend) 

	Phase 3: Pouring & Curing 
	Step 2: Filling the Molds 
	Step 3: Curing Timeline 
	Step 4: Post-Cure Care 

	Phase 4: Finishing & Assembly 
	Finishing the Panels 
	Garden Bed Assembly 
	Stacking for Taller Beds 
	Troubleshooting 
	Important Warning: Do Not Use Rapid Set Mortar 





