Container Gardening or Going to Pot?

by Gaston Tessier

A few years ago, I had difficulty getting my “no fail” annual bloomers to produce the desired results. I realized that the many trees and shrubs, which I had planted some fifteen years earlier, were now creating too much shade. What to do? Cut the trees and lose our privacy? Definitely not! I had to find another area to grow geraniums, petunias, asters and other favorite summer bloomers.
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The feeling of “going to pot”, having less energy, was also something that I had to consider. Container gardening solved both problems. I began to use my large patio to its maximum. It became part of my flower garden. Container gardening is really for people who are short on gardening time and space. Such gardens can be very simple or very elaborate. It all depends on the space and the amount of energy you can spare. It is really ideal for gardeners with a smaller yard or a balcony. A window box or a few pots on a patio can create a most relaxing area. The choice of pots of different sizes and shapes offering a variety of plants with a combination of colour and texture is the secret to this type of gardening.

With some patience, care and practice, most plants from annuals, perennials, bulbs, vegetables, fruits, herbs, vines, small trees and shrubs can all be grown successfully in containers. I once grew flowers and vegetables on a seventeenth floor balcony. I had plants growing horizontally and vertically in different size pots. Every bit of your outdoor space, no matter how miniscule it is, can be decorated with plants in containers. They can line sidewalks and balconies, decorate decks and patios, be hung on fences, surround a secluded bench or added with in-ground plantings to add colour and texture. Some people use potted plants in their regular flowerbeds. They move them around as certain perennials stop blooming to maintain continuous colour throughout the season.

The first thing to consider is to decide what you wish to grow in containers. Knowing what you want to plant that will determine which size of pots to use. Remember that larger pots are easier to water, but they can also be very heavy. Consider the exposure and sun availability of your container site when making selections. Leafy salad greens need some afternoon shade while tomatoes love to bask in full sun all day.

A special soil mixture is required for container gardening. This mixture has the proper nutrients and ingredients to prevent soil from compacting and special particles that act as reservoirs, absorbing and releasing water as needed. It is best to grow plants that will be exposed to sun and wind in plastic pots. They retain moisture better than clay pots. If using clay pots, place plastic containers or plastic bags inside them and plant in the bag. Be sure to punch draining holes in the bags first. Before beginning to plant, check the bottom of all the containers for a drainage hole. If there isn’t one, you will have to drill holes in the bottom so excess water can drain. 

If using larger containers, add filler material to the bottom half of the container to save soil. An overturned plastic pot or crushed plastic milk and juice containers will do the trick. Soil is much heavier and expensive. Avoid wide and shallow containers. They dry out more quickly than deeper pots.

To keep watering chores to a minimum, group pots to concentrate water activities in one or two locations within reach of your hose. You may also think of grouping your potted plants as to their sun or shade requirements.

Another method of gardening in a restricted space is using hanging flower baskets and creating your own suspended animation. They require daily watering to remain beautiful. Watering is best in the morning. For either container or basket gardening, watering will be critical. Unlike in-ground plants, a shower will not be sufficient. Check daily for moisture content, especially during hot days.  Should your pots become badly wilted, place the entire pot or basket in a tub of water for 15 to 20 minutes, and hope for the best. If a summer holiday is planned, be sure that a trusted, plant-loving neighbor will cater to them on daily basis.

I would like to warn you that container gardening does present some difficulties. Since the container environment is much smaller and more artificial than in the garden, the gardener has more responsibility. Most container-grown plants require more attention than those in the garden do. Consistent watering is the key to growing beautiful container plants. Potting soil in the containers dries out quickly and a few days of watering neglect can cause serious damage. The original nutrients are depleted and nature does not replenish them. Timely applications of appropriate fertilizers help ensure healthy plants.

I do not recommend leaving perennials, shrubs and trees in pots over our harsh winter. Plant them in the ground and re-pot the following spring.

To display your containers with a little flare, just place some pots in an old wheelbarrow or a carpenter’s toolbox. Open an old stepladder to make it a display stand by adding containers. Search out colourful, antique-looking cans or tubs and place pots inside.  Any garden area can be spruced up with a little imagination in the use and displaying of containers. Be creative and have fun.

