
R obin	Salts	Beckett	had	the	idea	of	putting	up	an	
inexpensive	greenhouse	kit	on	an	adjacent	lot	
where	she	and	a	neighbor	were	growing	

dahlias	in	Tommy’s	Garden.	What	gardener	hasn’t	
wanted	to	do	the	same?	Tommy	is	Robin	and	Ryan	
Beckett’s	young	son,	who	also	spent	a	great	deal	of	
time	at	the	site	during	the	build,	though	his	work	was	
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This Project Grows 
Plants and Family Bonds
You, too, can build the greenhouse you’ve long dreamed of having.
by Jim Black for Yakima Valley Master Gardeners

Dennis Salts and his daughter Robin Salts Beckett took on a little two-week greenhouse project. It took a year. 
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generally	playing	in	the	dirt	pile	or	assisting	when	
asked.	

The	project	may	have	never	gone	any	further	than	
wishful	thinking,	but	Robin	mentioned	it	to	her	father	

one	evening	in	the	fall	of	2020.	“It’s	only	
$600,”	she	reasoned,	probably	thinking	
her	dad	would	help	her	assemble	it.	
“I	can	build	one	for	$600	and	Kinish	it	in	
two	weeks,”	Dennis	Salts	answered.	Not	
from	a	kit,	but	a	real	greenhouse	from	
scratch	using	recycled	windows.	Dads	
make	those	kind	of	unrealistic	comments	
to	their	daughters.	Twelve	months	later,	
they	have	just	about	Kinished	an	over-the-
top	beautiful	greenhouse,	built	from	
scratch	from	recycled	windows…but	a	bit	
(likely	massively)	over	budget.	(Dennis	
and	Robin	didn’t	say	how	much	over	
budget,	just	that	Robin’s	husband	Ryan	
didn’t	complain	about	the	cost.	Good	
husband:	knows	what	a	lucky	man	he	is.)	
Dad	and	daughter	have	a	long	history	of	

working	together	on	construction	projects	that	also	
have	built	a	strong	bond	between	them.	But	design	of	
those	projects	is	also	extremely	important	said	Robin,	
“Our	family	is	bound	by	aesthetics.”		

“But	our	creativity	gets	in	the	way	of	being	
practical,”	added	Dennis,	though	he	agreed	that	
between	the	two	of	them,	Robin	is	the	more	practical	
and	kept	his	imagination—and	costs—in	check.	

Dennis	came	up	with	the	general	concept,	made	
some	preliminary	drawings,	then	the	two	of	them	
checked	with	friends	to	see	if	any	had	old	wood	paned	
windows	they’d	part	with	(they	did),	and	visited	
salvage	companies	for	additional	windows.	Once	
found	and	purchased,	the	window	dimensions	
determined	the	Kinished	size	and	appearance	of	the	
sidewalls.	Then	came	the	mathematics—a	lot	of	
mathematical	calculations	to	Kigure	angles	and	
appropriate	lumber	for	stability	of	the	corner	posts,	
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Dennis Salts and his daughter Robin 
Salts Beckett are still the best of buddies 
as they complete their work. Note the 
detail on Dennis’s art glass window. 
JIM BLACK PHOTO



the	beams,	and	then	everything	calculated	again	to	
assure	that	the	roof	angles	were	perfect.	They	used	
the	internet	to	Kind	special	features	that	interested	
them	and	to	help	them	with	design.	And	they	brought	
the	ideas	and	detail	to	their	own	design.	

One	of	the	more	striking	elements	is	the	art	glass	
and	hexagon	windows	on	each	side	of	and	over	the	
door.	Made	by	Dennis	to	Kit	the	spaces	available,	they	
add	considerably	to	the	“aesthetics”	Robin	wanted.	
Even	the	shutters	over	the	windows	are	a	work	of	art,	
Kitting	snugly	enough	to	protect	the	“bee”	windows	
from	even	the	worst	of	Yakima’s	winter	windstorms.	

Failures led to innovations
There	are	many	gardeners	who	have	minor	to	

spectacular	failures	when	building	a	greenhouse,	so	
Dennis	and	Robin	used	their	research	skills	to	avoid	
many	common	pitfalls.	But	they	did	admit	to	
designing	something,	building	it,	Kinding	it	
inadequate,	then	redesigning	and	rebuilding	it.	Not	an	
efKicient	process,	but	it	allowed	them	to	build	an	
exceptional,	functional	structure	without	an	architect	
or	draftsman.	

They	were	originally	going	to	have	a	gravel	Kloor,	
but	as	they	labored	over	the	forms	for	the	concrete	
footings	and	stub	walls,	they	decided	they	might	as	
well	Kinish	the	Kloor	with	layers	of	sand,	gravel	and	
topped	with	bricks.	It	turned	out	to	be	one	of	the	
changes	they	most	appreciate.	Aesthetics	again	
pushed	the	project	up	a	notch.	

By	then,	they	decided	the	space	was	coming	
together	so	beautifully,	that	Robin	and	Ryan	wanted	to	
entertain	inside	as	well	as	to	grow	plants.	The	
planting	benches	changed	from	running	around	all	
four	walls,	to	being	limited	to	three,	with	one	bench	
narrower	on	one	wall	to	accommodate	chairs.	The	
added	space	would	give	Robin	and	Ryan	“a	morning	
and	evening	place	to	sit	for	coffee,	watch	the	sun	rise	
and	set,	and	hear	the	wind	and	the	rain	on	the	roof.	
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Masking tape and primer only add to the excitement of this dad-daughter creation. 
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“And	all	of	the	birds!”	she	exclaimed.	“Incredible….	
Wildlife	is	amazing.”	

Plus,	Ryan	and	his	cigar-smoking	buddies	could	
hold	their	cigar	night	in	the	greenhouse	and	let	the	
non-complaining	plants	beneKit	from	the	smell.	That’s	
another	win-win	for	Robin.	

Father	and	daughter	learned	what	they	could	
about	airKlow,	vents,	fans,	and	heaters	necessary	for	a	
greenhouse,	even	a	small	one,	and	incorporated	that	
knowledge	into	their	design	as	well.	Perfect?	Not	
quite.	They	realize	now,	a	year	after	starting	the	work,	
that	they	should	have	installed	220v	from	the	house	
to	the	greenhouse	to	make	running	a	heater	more	cost	
efKicient,	as	well	as	running	a	waterline	into	it.	

“Dad	didn’t	want	anyone	else	to	help	us,”	said	
Robin.	So	when	they	realized	how	heavy	the	2	by	6	
stud	walls	were,	they	could	have	asked	friends	to	help,	
but	instead,	Dennis	designed	a	system	to	ratchet	the	
walls	up,	whereby	two	people	could	do	the	lifting	
unassisted.	“It	worked	like	a	champ,”	she	said.	

Their	advice	to	readers	who	want	to	build	their	
own	$600,	two-week	greenhouse:	

• Study	efKicient	airKlow,	both	from	natural	
ventilation	to	fan	assists.	And	insist	on	automatic	
controls	that	measure	both	temperature	and	
humidity.	They	aren’t	terribly	expensive.	
• If	possible,	make	sure	you	have	water	inside	the	

building,	year	round.	And	install	a	Kiltering	system	to	
assure	that	misting	and	drip	emitters	won’t	plug.	
• Install	special	Kilters	for	irrigation	with	misters	

and	drip	systems.	
• Design	the	shelving	to	meet	your	needs.	
• Orient	your	structure	to	take	advantage	of	a	

southern	exposure	and	assess	whether	or	not	
mountains,	trees	or	nearby	structures	will	affect	the	
amount	of	winter’s	low-angle	sunlight	that	reaches	
the	plants.	
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• Use	UV-resistant	rooKing,	whether	plastic	or	
glass.	Their	choice	was	clear	corrugated	
polycarbonate	panels.	
• Place	rocks	under	benches.	Mist	them	to	increase	

humidity.	
• Use	operational	windows	and	have	them	open	in	

a	way	that	assists	airKlow.	
• Install	a	ceiling	fan	to	help	stir	the	air.	It	helps	

circulate	humidity,	air	temperature,	and,	
consequently,	helps	prevent	infestations	of	plant	
diseases.	
• And	once	you	have	the	design	elements	decided,	

pencil	out	the	anticipated	costs.	It	won’t	be	$600	and	
it	won’t	be	done	in	two	weeks.	Not	
everyone	has	a	Ryan,	so	understand	
what	you’ll	need	to	Kinish	the	project	
before	you	begin.	

Like	all	of	their	projects	over	the	years,	
this	creation	isn’t	limited	to	a	structure.	
Robin	said	that	her	dad	did	all	of	the	
creative	work	and	her	job	was	to	do	
what	she	was	told	to	do.	Her	favorite	
part	of	this	project	was	learning	how	to	
use	the	chop	saw	and	doing	the	manual	
work	with	her	dad.	“It	gives	a	woman	a	
certain	level	of	conKidence	to	use	these	
tools,	and	I	did	a	lot	of	the	manual	work.”	
And	her	mom?	Judi	Salts,	Robin’s	mom,	
said	the	project	will	give	Robin	and	Ryan	
something	concrete	to	remember	them	
by	when	they’re	gone.	And,	she	said,	she	
found	two	cute	chairs	for	the	
greenhouse.	Clearly,	this	was	a	family	
project.		

🌱
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Son Tommy examines his granddad and mom’s work a bit 
after hours. 
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