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To Adam,
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introduction

Are you ready for a new way to grow your own food?

An easier way that works, no matter how much space or time you have?

A way that combines both beauty and bounty, enhancing your outdoor space while nourishing your loved ones with healthy, homegrown produce?

It’s time to throw off the cloak of convention and grow down a different path with edible spots and pots. This new approach to vegetable gardening combines the sound, proven practices of the past with new ways, new ideas, and a new look for how and where you grow. It’s a welcome departure from tradition that acknowledges that you live in the real world where you might not have as much time or space for your garden as you’d like, and that the privilege of saying “I grew that!” never loses its appeal.

EDIBLE SPOTS, EDIBLE POTS

Growing edibles in spots and pots is a way to “think outside the plot,” or the inground places where vegetables have traditionally been grown. Edible spots—or raised beds—let you garden just about anywhere in your yard, no matter what the soil is like. Pots—or containers—are familiar to most gardeners as a place for flowers, but they are perfect for growing edibles, too. They let you transform any sunny spot on your property (including walkways, patios, decks, even your driveway) into a vegetable garden.

Gardening in spots and pots is more fun and less work than conventional garden plots, and you’ll save precious time and resources. Just look at these advantages:

[image: image] Spots and pots take less time to plant and maintain—no heavy digging or cultivating.

[image: image] You can provide the perfect soil, light, and water conditions for every crop you grow.

[image: image] Rocky soil, clay soil, or compacted soil? No problem! Just grow on top of it.

[image: image] Fewer pests and diseases will impact your garden, and any that do appear will be far easier to manage quickly, effectively, and without chemicals.

[image: image] Raised beds and containers eliminate the need to kneel, stoop, or bend, saving your back and your knees.

[image: image] Fewer weeds appear in raised beds and containers, but those that do are easy to pull, even by hand.

[image: image] Spots and pots are more convenient to tend and harvest because they can be placed near the house, where it will be easy to pick a handful of fragrant herbs, a newly ripened vegetable, or the fixings for a super-fresh salad.

[image: image] Extend the season earlier in spring and later into autumn to enjoy a longer growing season and more produce compared to those folks who garden conventionally.

[image: image] Grow up instead of just out, utilizing walls, balconies, eaves, and window frames as potential garden spaces.

[image: image] You don’t get as dirty working in raised beds and containers, so you can sneak in a few minutes of gardening whenever you have time.

When you grow your own food, the harvest is its own reward. And growing in edible spots and pots does it one better by making it super-convenient and easier on you. When a garden is as beautiful as it is productive, it’s an inspiring and refreshing place to spend your time—whether you’re at work or at play.

PERSONALIZE WITH PROJECTS

There are dozens of ways to make edible spots and pots uniquely your own: You can choose the size and materials for your raised beds and containers, position them almost anywhere you like, and grow nearly any crop you like in them. This book features 16 do-it-yourself projects that give you even more possibilities for customizing your garden, helping you create new places to hold pots and space savers for your raised beds. Save money (and make good use of the off-season) by whipping up a bunch of grow bags or by building your own handsome-yet-sturdy dolly for moving your containers around effortlessly. These projects are based on components that are easy to find at hardware stores and garden centers and draw only on basic household skills to create them. You probably already have materials on hand for many of them, so you can get started right away! These projects are not just beautiful and useful, they are durable and designed for professional looking results, so you know that your time and money are being invested wisely in making your garden more efficient, more productive, and more uniquely your own.

There are projects here for every skill level and budget, all of them designed specifically to work as edible spots and pots. You’ll delight in saying not just “I grew that!” but also, “I made that!”

THRILLER + FILLER + SPILLER PLANT COMBINATIONS

A garden is full of life and color, a veritable stage for interplays of interesting plants, and this book brings a fresh approach—the thriller-filler-spiller scheme—to combining vegetables and herbs in spots and pots. Simply choose a thriller (a dramatic focal-point plant), a filler (a spreading, bushy plant), and a spiller (a vine or twining plant) to create beautiful and botanically sound edible gardens. And there’s no guesswork needed—you’ll find all of the information you need to combine beautiful, delicious edibles successfully using this method. Each crop has been labeled as a filler, spiller, or thriller, so all you’ll need to do is decide which crops you and your family will enjoy most, follow the formula, and enjoy the results. It’s a feast for the eyes as well as the palate! Long popular as a way to combine summer flowers, this simple, foolproof planting guideline will give you the same lush, appealing results with vegetables, herbs, and edible flowers that it does with ornamental flowers and foliage.

The thriller-filler-spiller formula helps you:

[image: image] Create stunning plant combinations with familiar vegetables and herbs, turning the idea of a boring or messy vegetable garden on its ear.

[image: image] Get more produce from a small space by combining plants with complementary growth habits and harvest times.

[image: image] Surround yourself with bountiful, beautiful vegetable, herb, and edible flower plants by decorating your patio or deck with varieties that are as pretty as flowers. After all, when you have a choice, wouldn’t you prefer something pretty and useful instead of merely one or the other?

[image: image] Encourage optimal growth and production because you’ll learn to evaluate the size and form of the plants you most want to grow and combine.

[image: image] Achieve consistently excellent results because you’ll understand the varying nutritional needs and soil requirements for different crops and combine those that have the same preferences in the same pot or raised bed.

With Edible Spots and Pots, you’ll discover lots of fresh ideas and reliable advice for creating a garden that’s easy care, beautiful, bountiful, and cultivated with safe, nontoxic techniques. Even if you have an established inground vegetable plot, you can transform your large plots into raised beds and add containers to your garden space. And if you are a first-time gardener who hasn’t yet broken sod to put in a plot, you’ll be saving yourself time and effort by creating a manageable and an equally productive garden. Anytime is the perfect time to start, whether you’ll be planning or planting.

I have been growing edibles in spots and pots for more than 20 years, and though it was originally out of the necessity created by being a garden- and food-obsessed renter living in the city, I wouldn’t do it any other way now. When space, time, and resources are limited (and perhaps even if they’re not), I’ll take a pot of pretty peppers over a pot of petunias any day. If you feel the same, get ready to dig in.

A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

We live in an age of misinformation—the Internet, though one of the most useful inventions mankind has ever produced, is a veritable minefield of bad ideas and unreliable statements and opinions that are too frequently taken as fact. If a myth or a lie gets spread by enough people, it is given preference by the search engines and will appear higher up in the results, furthering the guise of authority. Books like this one undergo a lengthy process of vetting and are read by dozens of people—editors, horticulturists, laymen, art directors—before they reach you. As such, most books (especially when put out by a venerable institution like Rodale!) can serve as a beacon of credibility, a voice of reason among the widespread chatter of conjecture that makes up far too much of our primary sources of information these days.

Still, a book is ultimately the work of the author and as such, does consist of his or her particular point of view. In this book, I discuss some rather contentious contemporary issues. I have done my best to present scientifically valid information in a way that allows you, the reader who has so graciously invited me into your gardening life, to take the information I provide and make your own decisions about what they mean to you and how you will act on them. When I first met Ethne Clarke, whose kindness and warmth made this book a reality, I told her—warned her, really—that I teach, I don’t preach. My goal in this book is not to tell you what to think and do, but to provide the information and knowledge that you need to make informed decisions and do what is best for your own personal reality and conscience.

When you talk about the environment, about organic food and organic gardening, about compost and the soil, and about water conservation, you enter an arena where strong opinions and powerful voices prevail. But as they say, we are all entitled to our own opinions, but not our own facts.

My personal agenda in this book is twofold, but both aspects are very simple. One, to present science-based information as impartially and sensibly as possible, and in a way that empowers gardeners to make the best possible choices in light of their own personal realities and beliefs; and two, to inspire people to garden—to get them as excited as I feel when I walk out to the garden on a summer morning and see my plants bursting with color, when I swear I can hear the cells multiplying and the bees buzzing and I feel and hear and see the power of nature everywhere I look.

I believe that the world would be a better place if more people were gardeners. How could it not be? Gardening teaches care, patience, hopefulness, and the value of physical work. It rewards with beauty, nutrition, entertainment, and a funny sort of humble pride that comes from few other practices. It strengthens relationships between neighbors and improves community. A house with a garden sends a powerfully positive message to passersby. I know this because growing things has been a central part of my life for 20+ years and I feel these things more keenly every season.



[image: ]


[image: image] chapter one

EDIBLE POTS: GROWING VEGETABLES IN CONTAINERS

Container gardening is now more popular than ever, but for some reason, the trend hasn’t progressed much beyond ornamental flowers and foliage. That’s a shame, because containers offer so much potential for growing edible plants as well. The practical benefits are obvious, after all. Instead of being limited to sunny yard space, you can grow veggies and herbs anywhere: on a deck, porch, or patio; on your front steps; even right next to your kitchen door. Placing the containers close to your living area makes it much easier to keep an eye on them, so you can catch any problems before they get serious and immediately provide any care the plants need. And when harvesttime comes, you’ll know it: no need to traipse out to a far corner of your yard to see what’s ready to pick. When the plants are a few steps away from your house, you can pick them at the peak of readiness and chop or cook them just seconds later. You can’t get any fresher than that! Edible containers provide the perfect opportunity to exercise your creativity as well. It’s just as easy to create fun and exuberant combinations with edibles as it is with annuals and tropical plants.

The basics of growing veggies and herbs are pretty much the same no matter where you plant them, but there are some tricks to getting the best out of edibles grown this way. In this chapter, you’ll learn some professional secrets for choosing among the amazing array of available containers, putting them in the right place, and filling them with the perfect growing medium to get your crops off to a strong start.

CONSIDER YOUR CONTAINER OPTIONS

If you haven’t been container shopping for a while, you’ll be astounded by the diversity of shapes, sizes, and materials to choose from! No longer is the selection at your garden center limited to plastic swan planters and those funny black cauldron pots. Plus, there are many other unique items that you can plant and grow your edibles in beyond those available at your local garden center, to create container displays that are both unexpected and easy to care for.

Classic Pots and Planters

The containers that usually come to mind first are the four traditional favorites: pots, planters, window boxes, and hanging baskets. All of these can work just as well for edibles as they do for ornamental plants.

Pots

The familiar, cylindrical “flowerpot” is a fine place to start your edible container plantings. You can use pots that you already own, provided they are big enough: Veggies and herbs usually do best in pots that are on the larger side (at least 10 inches in diameter). There’s a wide range of materials to choose from.

[image: ]

[image: image] Terra-cotta (“cooked earth”) is another name for the material used for the classic clay pot. Terra-cotta containers are easy to find and affordable; they are offered in a range of appealing warm shades, from orange to brown. They are somewhat fragile, though, and suffer severe damage if exposed to freezing temperatures.

[image: ]

[image: image] Ceramic pots are made of clay, then fired with a glaze painted on the surface, giving them a glossy sheen. They are often colorful and may offer multiple hues in a single pot. Though they are heavy and expensive, ceramic pots can make a striking aesthetic statement around your home. Some ceramic pots are weatherproof and can be left out all year; these are typically more expensive than nonweatherproof vessels, but you’re saved from having to protect them from freezing temperatures.

[image: ]

[image: image] Concrete pots are very heavy but also very durable. They’re available in various shapes and often contribute an artistic, handmade look.

[image: image] Fiberglass is a synthetic material that is lightweight and long lasting. Fiberglass pots often mimic traditional terra-cotta pots in color, shape, and form but also come in other styles and colors.

[image: image] Resin is a type of plastic. Like fiberglass, resin pots are often designed to look like real terra-cotta in color and shape, but they are much lighter and extremely durable. Resin (also sold as polyresin or poly) is generally the lowest-cost type of pot.

[image: ]

Planter Boxes

Usually bigger than typical pots, rectangular or square planter boxes are great for large vegetable plants like tomatoes or zucchini and for combinations of several different smaller edibles. You may find planters made of metal, wood, vinyl, or composite, a rot-resistant material made to look like wood.

[image: ]


STRAIGHT TALK ON SAUCERS

Terra-cotta, ceramic, and resin are the types of pots most likely to have matching saucers available. A saucer adds a finished look to a pot and helps protect the surface the pot sits on. Saucers are not imperative, however, and purchasing them for all of your pots can become quite expensive, since they are typically sold separately from the pot. Further, because saucers by design do not have drainage holes, they can hold water for long periods, creating a breeding ground for mosquitoes or simply becoming algae-laden and stagnant. I actually prefer to use the saucers I have upside down, with the bottom side up, as a low pedestal for a pot. This trick accentuates the shape of a container and gives it a little height boost while still providing some protection for the surface below.

[image: ]



Window Boxes

Window boxes are scaled-down planter boxes that are usually hung below an exterior window. They also work well on deck or balcony railings. Though they tend to be on the shallow side, they can accommodate herbs, salad greens, edible flowers, and even strawberries for a charming, unusual departure from tradition.

[image: ]

Hanging Baskets

Like window boxes, hanging baskets give you the opportunity for a harvest without taking up valuable ground-level space. Most hanging baskets are too small to accommodate large, deeply rooted vegetables (for my thoughts on the upside-down tomato hanging baskets, see sidebar), but they can work for herbs, edible flowers (especially pansies and nasturtiums, which will trail over the sides), and quick-growing crops like salad greens. Most metal hanging baskets meant to be used with coco liners are very ornamental. Plastic baskets aren’t as attractive, but they are lightweight, inexpensive, and tend to need less frequent watering. You can also make simple plant hangers to transform any terra-cotta or plastic pot into a unique hanging basket; see the Hanging Basket Sling.

Beyond the Ordinary

If you look beyond the container selection at your local garden center, you’ll see lots of potential material for unique and affordable pots for your edible plants. In fact, looking beyond the garden center to hardware stores and agricultural suppliers will reveal even more interesting and inexpensive nontraditional options.

Grow bags. These have long been popular in Europe but are just coming on the scene here in North America. They are flowerpot-like containers made out of industrial felt or heavy but flexible plastic (like a tarpaulin). Because these are designed primarily to grow vegetables, they come in sizes that easily accommodate large plants like tomatoes. Potatoes are especially easy and successful in grow bags. Large “raised bed” grow bags are even available! Grow bags are one of the lowest-cost ways to start a garden of edible pots. You can make your own following this pattern.

[image: ]

Grow rings and grow towers. These are simple, do-it-yourself types of containers formed out of wire mesh or chicken wire and filled with soil. They’re best for use on the ground unless you fashion some sort of bottom for them to prevent the soil from staining your concrete or deck. Grow rings and grow towers are an inexpensive and easy way to grow potatoes, in particular, though they work well for other crops, too. You can learn more about them and how to make them on these pages.

Livestock equipment. Farm-supply stores and catalogs can be a gold mine of durable and relatively inexpensive container possibilities, particularly if you look into items that are used for watering or feeding farm animals. Stock tanks, for instance, are large plastic or galvanized metal tubs that provide water to livestock in pastures. They are as large as bathtubs but relatively lightweight and lend a modern aesthetic. They often have a single plug to release the water for cleaning, so you may need to drill more holes in the bottom to provide proper drainage for your crops.

Hayracks. These are heavy wire structures that hold hay for grazing animals. They make such good garden planters that there are window boxes based on the same style that are also called hayracks. There are freestanding models (be careful to find one that is meant to be used on its own—some are designed to work with watering or feed troughs) and wall-mounted models that work fabulously as a vertical garden element. In either case, you will need to fashion some sort of liner out of moss or coco fiber to prevent the soil from spilling out of the openings. Once that is installed, however, you can cut into the liner to make additional planting pockets in the sides.


ONE GARDENER’S CANTANKEROUS OPINION OF THE UPSIDE-DOWN TOMATO PLANTER

The upside-down tomato planter stormed onto the scene a decade or so ago, popping up in hardware stores and garden centers and even sold on television infomercials. In theory, it’s a great idea: As a kind of outlandish hanging basket, it can be placed in an otherwise unused space, and it eliminates the need for staking tomatoes, which become notoriously heavy when bearing fruit. Because the plant doesn’t make contact with soil, fruits are kept clean and there’s no risk of picking up a beautiful-looking tomato off the ground only to find that the slugs have gotten to it first.

In reality, however, the upside-down tomato planter is far from qualified to meet the needs of tomato plants. First, the interior volume of one of these planters is not even three-quarters of a cubic foot, and the root volume of a typical tomato is dozens or even hundreds of cubic feet, depending on the variety. It isn’t that a tomato plant won’t grow in one of these planters—it will, to a certain point—but its roots will fill that volume rapidly, and once its roots have taken up all of the available space, they cannot support further topgrowth of the plant, effectively ending tomato season.

Second, with such limited volume for soil, an upside-down tomato planter quickly becomes a watering nightmare, requiring at least daily watering to even have a chance of bearing well. Try setting one on the ground as if it were a conventional pot: Would you ever think something that size was appropriate for growing a tomato plant?

So while I certainly commend the makers of the upside-down tomato planter for their unconventional approach to bringing edible spots and pots to the masses, I resent that they offer a gimmicky product that sets the buyer up for failure. Stick to large pots, planters, or raised beds for your tomatoes, and you’ll be much happier with the results!



Upcycled Containers

Many everyday items can be recycled (or up cycled, which means made even better) as garden containers. Look for generously sized items that hold plenty of soil and to which you can easily add drainage holes if needed. Most important, they must be food safe: not treated with toxic preservatives nor ever used to store potentially harmful products. Plants take up chemicals through their roots and may store them in their tissues, where the chemicals can be passed on to you when you eat your harvest, so you don’t want to take any chances. A number of common items can have a new life as containers, if you know how to choose them carefully.

[image: ]

Old kitchenware. Check out garage sales, thrift stores, and even your own cupboards for cooking pots, serving dishes, and utensils that can hold enough potting soil for edible plants. Stainless steel colanders, in particular, make for a playful take on the hanging basket, and they already have plenty of drainage holes. Since these items were originally intended for food use, you know that they are safe for growing edible plants, too.

Plastic buckets. Five-gallon buckets are the perfect size to hold one large tomato plant, two or three small peppers, or a selection of herbs. They’re easy to drill for drainage and are often free or very inexpensive. Just make sure that the buckets you find have been used for shipping food-grade materials, not toxic materials like detergents or other cleaning supplies. Pizzerias, restaurants, and bakeries are good sources for food-safe 5-gallon buckets.

Whiskey barrels. Wooden barrels used to age and ship wine or whiskey make excellent garden containers, and gardeners have been using them for years. If you live in an area wine or spirits are produced, you may be able to find these barrels at a bargain rate. The rest of us might have to pay a bit more, but it’s worth the price for containers that are long lasting and food safe and that feature a fun, rustic charm.

Other Fabulous Finds

Once you start looking for unusual containers, you can find potential pots just about anywhere. Online garden-idea sites, especially, can be a great source of inspiration. Be aware, though, that these sites often show containers that look pretty in pictures but that aren’t particularly safe or practical. It’s important to do a bit of research before trying some of the more unexpected container ideas, such as the following:

Metal food cans. Large metal cans, such as those imported tomatoes are sold in, aren’t a good choice for edible pots. They will rust quickly, and there are some concerns about the possible toxicity of BPA, a plastic coating applied inside the can to prevent the metal from reacting with the food it contains. If you have a big food can you’d like to use, enjoy it as a cachepot or as a temporary decoration for a party. It isn’t a good long-term choice.

Shoe organizers. Cloth or plastic pocketed hanging bags meant for storing shoes are inexpensive and easy to place on a wall. However, their pockets are too small to allow for continued vigorous growth, and they will soon become stained from regular watering. They also become quite heavy when loaded down with water and soil, a weight they are not designed to bear. For a more practical take on this idea, check out the pocketed planter pattern.


WHAT’S A CACHEPOT?

Cachepot (pronounced kash-po) is from French words that translate to “hide pot.” Cachepots are basically decorative pots that hide more serviceable but less attractive container, like plastic nursery pots. With a combination like this, you can use a much wider variety of items for the outer containers: even those that do not have any drainage holes. If you get a heavy rain, simply lift out the inner container, dump the water out of the cachepot, and replace the inner container. (If the inner pot is very heavy and wet, let it drain for a few days before returning it to the cachepot to give it a chance to recover from the flooding.)



Gutters. Rain gutters can do more than carry water away from your roof: Mounted on walls, they make interesting containers. Their safety is definitely questionable, however, since they typically incorporate lower-quality metals and may contain lead, and their surfaces may be treated with a sealant or coating to discourage corrosion and staining; you can use them for ornamental plants, but for your edibles, you’re better off investing your money in more versatile, safer containers.

Wine boxes. Inexpensive (usually free from your local wine shop) and charming, wooden wine shipping boxes seem like a fantastic recycled container at first glance. However, my experience with them was a rather hilarious failure. I filled them with potting mix, sowed neat rows of lettuce seeds, and watered them thoroughly. I returned an hour later to find that the water had dissolved all the glue holding the sides together, and the tiny brad nails had popped right out, leaving me with piles of potting mix and no boxes! You will no doubt see photos on the Internet of adorable wine-box gardens; perhaps some brands or countries make higher-quality boxes than others. If you can get free wine boxes, go ahead and give them a try, but water the potting soil to ensure the sides will hold together before you waste seeds or plants.

Wood pallets. “Pallet gardens” have become increasingly popular, rising along with the vertical gardening craze. The basic idea is to take a wooden shipping pallet, staple some landscape fabric to the back to keep the soil in, lean it up against a wall on one of its short (or open) ends, and heap potting mix into the openings. You then plant small transplants or seedlings into the soil, and as the plants grow, they form a picturelike mosaic.

Pallet gardens are popular because they have such a small footprint—they take up almost no ground space—and can even hang on a wall. From a safety standpoint, however, I do not recommend pallet gardens for growing edibles. Wood pallets usually come from abroad and are made of the cheapest, roughest wood that cannot be used for anything else. It was in wood pallets that two notoriously invasive insect pests—the emerald ash borer and Asian long-horned beetle—arrived here and came to be such a threat to our trees. These days, all pallets shipped to the United States must be treated to kill pests. Though heat treating is the most commonly used method, some pallets have been fumigated or treated with toxins to kill any insects lurking within, and these are extremely dangerous for growing edibles. If the idea of a pallet garden really appeals to you, my advice is to make one and use it strictly for annuals and ornamentals, and enjoy it that way.

Self-Watering Containers

Self-watering containers are a relatively new innovation, at least in mainstream gardening. These types of containers include a large reservoir for water in the bottom part of the container and some kind of wicking system to draw the water from the reservoir up into the root zone. You can buy specially designed self-watering containers or make your own out of a plastic storage bin (several different Web sites show you how). You can also find kits that allow you to convert many kinds of ordinary containers into self-watering ones.

Gardeners all over the world have enjoyed tremendous success with self-watering systems, cutting their watering chores dramatically. Because the reservoir is almost completely enclosed within the container, there are no worries about the water evaporating into the air. Self-watering containers need filling only every few days in most conditions (perhaps more often, depending on the crop and how hot the weather is). And the do-it-yourself versions are extremely cost effective: With materials readily available at most hardware stores and a drill, you can make your own self-watering container for around $25.

Keep in mind that self-watering containers will not be self-watering right after planting. Whether you’re using seeds or transplants, the roots first need to grow deep enough to begin taking up water. So no matter what the directions on your container say, plan to provide supplemental water the conventional way for several weeks before relying on the self-watering mechanism.

The hardest part of dealing with “self-watering” containers may be remembering that you do need to add water to the reservoir. It’s easy to forget a task when you have to do it only occasionally, rather than every day. If you are the forgetful type, you may want to come up with some kind of reminder to fill, or at least check, your containers every few days so they don’t dry out completely.


SELF-WATERING CONTAINER CONCERNS

As wonderful as these containers can be, there are issues with self-watering containers. One concern is the possibility of salts building up in the potting soil. Salts are present in fertilizers, even in compost and compost-based fertilizers. Some water sources also have naturally high levels of salts. Watering a regular container from the top down results in excess water draining out the bottom, and salts, which readily leach out from the soil, go with it. In a self-watering container, however, you’ll never get that flushing effect. Salts can accumulate and harm sensitive plant roots.

Another potential problem is that self-watering containers may readily flood during heavy rains, and it’s very difficult to get the excess water out. Some of them are designed with an overflow hole, but even this may not be sufficient in the major thunderstorms that summer brings to many parts of the country. You can minimize this problem by keeping containers under the overhang of a roof or other sheltered spot. Depending on the design and material of the planter, you may also be able to drill a hole well above the reservoir to allow excess water to escape.

Some gardeners report problems with mosquitoes breeding in the reservoir. As self-watering container designs differ so much, this may never be an issue for you. However, a pool of standing water is exactly what mosquitoes seek out for breeding, and no one wants any more of these pests than they already get, so you may wish to cover any holes or entrances into the reservoir with a bit of screening or light fabric.

Finally, though the do-it-yourself self-watering containers are a fantastic, cost-effective idea, I have reservations about the long-term safety of growing food in the plastic storage bins that make up the containers. Sunlight degrades plastic, releasing many of the chemical compounds that comprise the walls of the containers; plants readily take up chemicals that leach into the soil and/or the irrigation water they grow in. Whether or not the plants take them up and store them long term in the same form—and what chemicals are in your specific container in the first place—is difficult to ascertain. So if you are committed to avoiding plastics in your day-to-day diet, self-watering containers made of plastic storage bins may not be the best choice for you.



CHOOSE YOUR CONTAINERS

While cost and aesthetics are probably the two biggest factors contributing to the types of containers you choose, you need to take into account several additional considerations when expanding your container collection.

Design Details

Combining a variety of container materials makes for a fun, personal, and varied garden. To keep it from looking too busy and mismatched (unless, of course, that’s the look you’re going for!), you can try a couple of approaches to give a more unified look.

Work with one color. If you have several dramatic glazed ceramic containers that you love, continue that theme by purchasing more containers in that color family or by painting other containers you already have to match or harmonize with them. Never paint the interior of a container you’ll be growing in—just the outside.

Stick with one shape. The classic tapered cylinder shape of terra-cotta pots can be found in all sorts of containers at all price levels. Square planters, too, are easy to find in various sizes and materials. Simply by selecting variations on one shape, you attain a more cohesive overall look for your container collection.


NO-DRAINAGE CONTAINER OPTIONS

If you have a container with no drainage holes that you would prefer not to risk drilling into yourself (such as with a glazed ceramic container), it can still serve a purpose. Simply use it as a cachepot (see “What’s a Cachepot?”), or turn it upside down and employ it as a pedestal to vary the heights of containers in your garden. Or put a piece of wood or a slab of stone over the top to create a side table (with bonus storage for tools and gear inside the pot). Or experiment with growing an edible that enjoys wet soil, like celery, water chestnuts, or taro.



Drainage Decisions

Drainage is imperative in any container that holds a growing plant. There must be holes for excess water to escape. This keeps the soil from getting waterlogged; that is, it prevents all of the space between the soil particles from filling with water and thus effectively suffocating the plant because the oxygen is displaced by water. Good drainage also prevents salts, which are present in irrigation water in many areas and in fertilizers, from building up in the soil and becoming toxic to the plant or preventing the uptake of crucial nutrients.

It would seem obvious that containers sold for gardening come with drainage holes, but that’s not always the case. Many plastic containers, for example, are not predrilled. They have indentations on the bottom that indicate where the holes should go, but the manufacturers rely on the buyer to actually make the holes. Many beautiful ceramic pots are made without drainage—perhaps because they are intended for use as cachepots or for fountains or water gardens. If you plan on repurposing other materials, like 5-gallon buckets, or making self-watering containers, you will be creating drainage yourself. Adding drainage holes to plastic containers is easy, but doing it on other materials is a bit tougher. Use the chart above to help you decide the best course of action for adding drainage to your containers.
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How to Drill into a Container

TERRA-COTTA

Drill bit type: Masonry bit

Notes: Work slowly and do not push too hard or the pot will crack. Drill only on flat, not curved, surfaces. Pour water over the area frequently to cool down the material and bit.


GLAZED CERAMIC

Drill bit type: Not recommended

Notes: Glazes can make drilling difficult, as can the usually very thick walls; given the expense of glazed ceramic pots, it is not worth risking the damage.


CONCRETE

Drill bit type: Not recommended

Notes: The thick walls of concrete make drilling difficult and noisy. A hammer drill with a strong masonry bit could work, but this is not recommended.


FIBERGLASS

Drill bit type: Glass and tile bit

Notes: Do not apply too much pressure when drilling—let the bit do the work. And work slowly; don’t rush.


RESIN

Drill bit type: Standard drill bit

Notes: Avoid the temptation to start with a very large bit. It’s better to start small (½") and enlarge the hole gradually, or simply create more holes.


WOOD

Drill bit type: Standard drill bit

Notes: Wood is the easiest material to drill.


PLASTIC (BUCKETS, STORAGE BINS)

Drill bit type: Standard drill bit

Notes: Plastic is generally easy to drill; work slowly to avoid melting the plastic with the heat generated by the drilling friction.


METAL

Drill bit type: Extrastrong titanium or cobalt bit

Notes: Metal can be slippery, so use a hammer and nail, a punch, or an awl to make an indentation at the drilling point to avoid the drill “walking” off your piece.



Choosing  the Perfect Containers

TERRA-COTTA

Size range: 4"–26"+

Weatherproof? Only in special cases

Durability: Fragile but long lasting

Cost:  $–$$$$ (for options) large weatherproof

Ease of maintenance: Must be stored for winter

Weight (without soil): Moderate to heavy

DIY option: No, purchase only

Paintable?* Yes, with acrylic craft paint


GLAZED CERAMIC

Size range: 8"–26"+

Weatherproof? Only if indicated on the pot

Durability: Somewhat fragile but long lasting if properly cared for

Cost: $–$$$

Ease of maintenance: Low maintenance; may require winter storage

Weight (without soil): Heavy

DIY option: No, purchase only

Paintable?* No

Notes: Check for drainage holes—some glazed pieces are intended for fountains or decorative uses


CONCRETE

Size range: 14"–32"+

Weatherproof? Not usually

Durability: Very rugged

Cost: $–$$$

Ease of maintenance: May require periodic repair

Weight (without soil): Very heavy

DIY option: Yes

Paintable?* No, but can be stained or tinted when made

Notes: Easy to make at home, but homemade pots may be more prone to cracking and will be much heavier than commercial options


FIBERGLASS

Size range: 12"–32"+

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Easily cracked or punctured

Cost: $$–$$$

Ease of maintenance: Low to no maintenance

Weight (without soil): Light

DIY option: No, purchase only

Paintable?* Yes, with outdoor spray paint


RESIN

Size range: 8"–32"+

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Long lasting

Cost: $–$$

Ease of maintenance: No maintenance

Weight (without soil): Light

DIY option: No, purchase only

Paintable?* Yes, with out-door spray paint

Notes: May fade with prolonged sun exposure


PLANTER AND WINDOW BOX

Size range: 4" x 12"– 36" x 36"+

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Depends on material; usually very long lasting

Cost: $–$$$$

Ease of maintenance: Little to none for most materials; low to moderate for wood

Weight (without soil): Moderate to heavy

DIY option: Yes, wood only

Paintable?* Depends on the material. Wood can be painted, as can other materials as described here


HANGING BASKET

Size range: 6"–24"+ in diameter 

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Long lasting

Cost: $–$$$

Ease of maintenance: Liner may require annual replacement

Weight (without soil): Light

DIY option: Yes

Paintable?* Depends on material


GROW BAG

Size range: 12"–50"

Weatherproof? Usually

Durability: Relatively short-term use

Cost: $

Ease of maintenance: No maintenance

Weight (without soil): Light

DIY option: Yes

Paintable?* No

Notes: Plastic/synthetic materials are less durable than natural  materials are less


STOCK TANK

Size range: 2' x 4'+

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Long lasting

Cost: $$–$$$

Ease of maintenance: No maintenance

Weight (without soil): Moderate

DIY option: No

Paintable?* No

Notes: Many sizes are available; 2' x 4' best for edible-pot gardening and most affordable. Drainage must be added


HAYRACK

Size range: Varies; 12"–18" high

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Long lasting

Cost: $$

Ease of maintenance: Requires liner, which will need replacement

Weight (without soil): Moderate

DIY option: No

Paintable?* Yes, with outdoor spray paint

Notes: Many models and configurations available; wall-mounted racks best for edible-pot gardening


5-GALLON BUCKET

Size range: Approximately 14" in diameter

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Long lasting

Cost: $

Ease of maintenance: No maintenance

Weight (without soil): Light

DIY option: No

Paintable?* No

Notes: Use food-safe buckets only; drill several holes for drainage


GROW TOWER

Size range: Varies; 15"–36" wide

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Relatively short

Cost: $

Ease of maintenance: May require frequent maintenance

Weight (without soil): Light

DIY option: DIY only

Paintable?* No

Notes: Flexible and easy to make from common, inexpensive materials; must be well made to hold up to growth all season


WHISKEY BARREL

Size range: 24" diameter

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Long lasting

Cost: $$

Ease of maintenance: No maintenance

Weight (without soil): Heavy

DIY option: No, purchase only

Paintable?* Yes, though not usually painted

Notes: Check for drainage holes; some barrels are sold for decorative uses


SELF-CONTAINER WATERING

Size range: Wide range 14"–32"+

Weatherproof? Yes

Durability: Long lasting

Cost: $–$$$

Ease of maintenance: Low maintenance

Weight (without soil): Light to moderate

DIY option: Yes

Paintable?* No

Notes: Self-watering containers range from very fancy ready-made models to plans to adapt a plastic storage bin to planter use

*Avoid painting the inside of any pot used for growing edibles.

Climate Considerations

Spending year after year outdoors can be tough on containers. Bright sunlight, constant watering, and winter temperature swings are capable of causing damage to all common container materials. As you plan your collection of edible-plant pots, you must consider what you’ll do with your containers between growing seasons, unless you live in a frost-free area where you’re able to grow something nearly year-round.

Clay and ceramic containers are the most likely to be severely damaged in the off-season. Terra-cotta is especially notorious for its inability to survive winter weather: Moisture in the porous clay freezes and thaws along with temperature changes, and the pressure of expanding (freezing) water causes the clay to flake off in sheets. With both terra-cotta and ceramic containers, the entire pot may crack, breaking out large pieces or even splitting in two. Whether full of potting soil or completely empty, any clay container left outdoors in winter in cold climates is liable to suffer damage or destruction.
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To protect your investment, store your clay and ceramic containers in a dry, protected area over winter. They can be in cold temperatures as long as they’re not exposed to snow and rain; a barn, garage, or other outbuilding is okay, as are basements. Moving a large number of containers can be quite a chore (and a huge strain on your back!), so it’s best to have your storage needs worked out before you invest large amounts into clay and ceramic containers. They may take up a great deal of room, even if you’re able to stack them to save floor space.

If you love these types of containers but don’t want to have to move them for storage, look for those that have been fired at extremely high temperatures, making them impervious to the moisture that causes breakage. They should be prominently labeled as “weather proof.” These are much more expensive than conventional clay and ceramic containers, but they can be worth the investment when you consider the time and effort you’ll save not having to haul them indoors in winter.

Plastic and fiberglass containers usually don’t break from winter weather, but continued exposure to sunlight eventually fades their color and degrades their chemical bonds, making them brittle and more susceptible to breakage. While it is not strictly necessary to tuck these types away for winter, you may wish to group them together in a more shaded location or cover them with a tarp to prevent unnecessary exposure to sunlight and to prolong their life.

With their fabriclike materials and soft, flexible sides, grow bags are not likely to be damaged during winter, but summer sun takes a significant toll, fading colors and weakening the fibers. Grow bags are not nearly as big a financial investment as other types of containers, yet you still want to get maximum life out of them, so store them out of direct sunlight when not in use.

Wood planter boxes may warp or split over winter, especially if filled with soil. Metal planters tend to be the most weather resistant, though their appearance may dull after many seasons outdoors.


PICKING POTS FOR OVERWINTERED CROPS

If you plan to grow perennial edibles in your containers, pay attention to the materials the containers are made from. Perennial vegetables and herbs, such as oregano, mint, rosemary, and horseradish, won’t survive the winter in a container that needs to be stored completely dry, such as clay or ceramic. The same goes for annual crops that you plant in fall for an early-spring harvest, like chervil, spinach, and parsley. Even though the plants are not actively growing, they still need some moisture, and that can be a problem for frost-sensitive pots.

To keep both plants and pots in good shape, give these crops weatherproof containers if you plan to leave them outside for the winter. Otherwise, remove them from their pots in early to mid-fall and plant the winter-hardy ones in the ground for the off-season. I’ll move crops like chervil (which overwinters in my climate) to weatherproof pots like these composite window boxes so I can enjoy an early spring harvest instead of tossing these crops in the compost pile. Some warm-climate woody herbs, like rosemary, bay laurel, and lemon verbena, can grow indoors over winter. Keep these herbs in individual pots (of any material) and carry them inside before frost hits.
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Container Sizes

Matching the size of the container to the crop you want to grow is both an art and a science. Plants are amazingly adaptable, so there’s a fair amount of flexibility, but they’ll grow most vigorously and produce most generously when you choose containers that are in proportion to their natural height, width, and root mass.

Consider the width. Containers are generally sold by the diameter of their top opening, usually in even numbers (10 inches, 12 inches, 14 inches, and so on). Aim to acquire a mix of container sizes, but focus on a nice selection of large pots and planters. Wide containers—those 14 inches and larger in diameter—are a particularly important and versatile component for container-grown edibles. Not only can they readily accommodate a large plant like a tomato or zucchini, they can also house nearly a whole conventional row’s worth of peas, salad greens, or radishes. From a safety standpoint, these also tend to be more stable than narrow pots in windy sites.

If you are putting together your edible combinations based on the thriller-filler-spiller method described in Chapter 5, larger containers expand your options considerably, because you can fit more plants into them. However, smaller containers are useful, too, playing a role in creating a varied, visually appealing garden and lending themselves well to single specimens of woody herbs or dramatic plants like kale or eggplant.

Wide containers do have one potential drawback: Their large surface area means a lot more soil is exposed to the sun and wind, causing greater surface evaporation of water. Wide containers with a lot of soil exposed will require watering more frequently, but you can use a mulch and/or an underplanting (a compact crop planted below the main plant, or thriller) to shield the soil from the sun.

Get the right height. Unlike the width measurements, height (or depth) is not standardized and can vary wildly among commercially available containers. It’s an important factor to consider, though, because it makes a big difference in what type of edibles you can grow in a given container. For example, a 14-inch-wide standard clay pot will be roughly proportional in its height and width and be perfect for a tomato plant. However, there are plenty of 14-inch-wide pots out there that are just a few inches tall and are more suited to growing salad crops, strawberries, or edible flowers. The rule of thumb is to grow taller plants in tall, wide pots and shorter plants in short pots.

Keep in mind, though, that deeper pots are not always better. While plant roots need oxygen as much as their leaves do, oxygen only penetrates the soil to a depth of about 18 inches, so using a container deeper than that isn’t helpful.
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SELECTING THE RIGHT SITE

To truly enjoy your edible container garden as the less-work solution it is, you need to place your containers in the best possible site. Your plants will produce to their full potential, and you’ll find it much more convenient to care for them, too.

Light Levels

Light is the most important factor to consider when deciding where to place your pots. Most edibles need at least 6, and preferably 8 or more, hours of bright sunlight daily to thrive. A traditional inground vegetable garden limits your options, but when you use containers, you can place your plants anywhere there’s the optimum amount of light.

Another benefit of containers is that they allow you to take advantage of the reflected light around your home. Porches, patios, decks, and balconies are often brighter than they may appear to the eye because the light that reaches them is also bounced off nearby walls. While this will not magically make a shady porch into a sunny one, it may open up an area that you thought unsuitable for growing.

Although few edibles will grow in all-day shade, you can produce something useful and tasty in spaces that get less than full sun. Salad greens, for instance, don’t mind just a few hours of direct sunlight each day, especially in summer when it is hot. If an area is shady because of deciduous trees, it may be possible to plant a container of quick-maturing cool-weather vegetables, such as radishes or spinach, before the leaves on the trees expand and block the sunlight. One of the best things about growing vegetables in containers is that you can move the container to another spot if you feel that it isn’t doing well in its initial location.

Access to Water

When you’re deciding where to place your container garden, put it close to an outdoor water source, if possible. Containers (especially clay pots and hanging baskets) in sunny spots can dry out quickly in hot weather, so you may need to water them at least once a day. That can be a hassle if you have to carry water from some distance. Even if you use self-watering containers, refilling them should be an easy task. The less of a chore watering is, logistically, the less likely you are to skip it at times when it is too hot or when you are too tired or busy.

Convenience for Care

Forget about having to trek out to a far corner of your yard to look after your vegetable garden. Take advantage of the flexibility you have in placing and moving containers, and put them where it’s convenient for you to tend and harvest from them. Siting your edible container garden close to your house lets you take advantage of artificial lighting, too, so you can even plant or harvest after dark. When you can pop out to your garden at any hour to harvest some herbs, edible flowers, and cherry tomatoes and confidently leave dinner still simmering on the stove, you’ll know why gardening in containers is much better than gardening in plots way out in your yard!


THE MYTH OF SPACE FILLERS

With the rise of container gardening has come a whole slew of products designed to take up space in the bottom of a container, designed to reduce the need for potting soil and even claiming to increase drainage. A simple Internet search reveals lots of do-it-yourself solutions as well, including Styrofoam peanuts, old plastic pots, bricks, rocks, and plastic milk cartons. While these space fillers sound good in theory, they can actually be harmful to your crops.

You see, in a container, the lowermost portion of soil will always remain wet. Since moisture drains downward, this area becomes saturated within the first few times you water the container, and it stays that way since it is never exposed to the evaporative forces of sun or wind, and there are few roots growing in that area to take up the water. If you take up space by installing a false bottom or by throwing in a bunch of old plastic pots, you push this constantly wet layer of soil closer to the area where healthy roots are growing, limiting the room in which they can spread out.

So what’s a thrifty gardener to do? I have ideas for bulking up your potting soil to make it go further; look for them in the “Bulking Up” sidebar. Try these instead, and you’ll have much happier and healthier plants!

Is it ever okay to use space fillers? It may be, if you have an extremely large, municipal style planter. Since sufficient oxygen only penetrates soil to a depth of approximately 18 inches, roots of annual crops grow very little past the 20-inch point. If your container is 24 inches or deeper, you may want to use a space filler—but be sure you are giving your roots at least 20 inches of soil depth to grow in. However, in these cases, I do recommend something heavy and firm, like rocks, rather than something lightweight, like Styrofoam peanuts, as you don’t want the bottom to be lighter in weight than the top.
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The left drawing shows healthy root growth in a pot entirely filled with soil. In contrast, you can clearly see how the space filler in the lower drawing has limited the space for the roots to grow and has pushed the zone of saturation closer to the delicate root tips.



Surface Thoughts

Most of us have many different types of surfaces to choose from for our edible container garden: paving, decking, grass, and so on. While you may need to utilize all of them to take full advantage of your space and sunlight, it is best to know how these surfaces may be affected in the long term by a container garden. Frequent watering, for instance, can pose problems for many surfaces, leading to rot or a change in the integrity of the surface. The water that drains from a container carries with it small particles of soil and may also collect salts and minerals as it travels through the growing media. When these leave the container, they can accumulate on the surface below and may stain it permanently.

Paving is great. Concrete surfaces, such as driveways, sidewalks, and patios, are ideal for containers because they won’t rot or stain and they provide a firm, level surface. Most properties have an abundance of paved surfaces, and these areas are often unused, so turning them into a pretty and productive garden with a collection of pots and planters just makes sense.
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Hit the deck. Wood surfaces like decks are prime real estate for containers, since they’re usually an integral part of your outdoor living space. However, wood can be stained by water draining out of containers, and it may rot or warp over time as well. Because spaces in between the slats of wood decking will allow water to drip through, it’s important to consider the effect dripping water might have on the area below—especially underneath balconies!

On the lawn. Placing your containers on the lawn is usually okay, but be aware that they will kill the grass beneath them. (Fortunately, it’s easy to repair this damage by sowing grass seed over the patch when you move the containers.) Keep in mind that you will also have to trim frequently around the containers to keep them looking tidy, which means more maintenance work.


NEAT FEET

Sometimes, a simple solution—like lifting your containers an inch or so off the ground—can make a big difference. Raising pots and planters just this little bit gives your whole collection a nicer, lighter visual effect. It also minimizes or eliminates staining or rotting underneath each pot, because water that drains out can evaporate instead of simply sitting on the surface or pooling up in a saucer.

Garden centers that offer a good selection of container gardening supplies often sell terra-cotta “pot feet” specifically for this purpose. These fancy feet look good—some are elegant, and some are quirky—but they can be expensive. Fortunately, there are less costly options that accomplish the same thing, such as:

[image: image] Small ceramic tiles, stacked three or so high

[image: image] Wood shims, cut ends of lumber, or even slices made by cutting widthwise across small logs

[image: image] PVC or metal pipe cut into 1-inch slices with a pipe cutter

Once you start thinking about pot feet, you’ll probably find many other fun and inexpensive things to use when you visit your favorite hardware store or rummage through your garage or basement.
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THINK ABOUT DESIGN

You’ve chosen your containers and decided where to put them. Now you can start planning how your container garden is going to look. This is where it really gets fun, as you exercise your creativity, making your edible-plant pots uniquely you. The best part is that you can never truly get it wrong: If you don’t like the way your garden of edible pots looks, you can easily move, rearrange, or replant the pots whenever you wish!

It’s fine to start
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