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Container Gardening for the Rest of Us
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THIS BOOK IS ABOUT GROWING vegetables, berries, herbs, and edible flowers in a variety of containers, and will cover all the details you need to know to succeed in this endeavor. Now, I have to tell you that container gardening is not going to support a whole family (unless you really, really, really go to town with these pots) but container garden can supplement your diet in all the best ways. 

If you have come to this book looking for pretty design ideas, I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed. My landscaping style, if you’re generous, could be considered shabby chic – but to this country girl, it’s probably a lot closer to redneck lite, which means it’s a little rough around the edges but perfectly serviceable. (If my landscaping job were full-on redneck, then there’d be an old car parked in the middle of my garden.)

However! If your main objective in picking up this book is to grow a truckload of vegetables in a bunch of pots, then you’re in the right place.

I’ve worked in horticulture for half of my life – longer if you count when I was young. I started learning how to identify wildflowers when I was in fifth grade. When I was a freshman in high school, I’d sit in the library reading Steyermark’s Flora of Missouri, not for any class assignments, but for FUN. When I was a high school senior in 1989, I got my first plant-related job at a small-town garden center. (I also worked as a newspaper carrier and church pianist.)

Since then, I’ve worked in retail and commercial greenhouses, as a landscape laborer and designer, as a perennials manager, and as a municipal horticulturist and public rose garden potentate. When I was city horticulturist, I took care of 36 gardens and a bunch of trees, shrubs, roses, over I don’t know how many square miles of city. I had a schedule that I really had to try and stick to, because if I didn’t, I ended up with a train wreck of unfinished chores and as a result, all the gardens suffered. 

These days, I work as a gardening author – which is much easier on the back and joints. After all these years of working in 95-degree summer heat, I really, really, really love air conditioning.

My books are written out of three decades’ experience with the plant world. I write out of a deep understanding of plants and how to grow them, and I do my best to keep updating my knowledge, so I can pass on the best information I can, while making it fun. 
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Me in my horticulturing days, lying in front of the fan and trying to cool off after a 95-degree day (Marcus is the awesome little dog)

A Rule of Thumb (green or otherwise)

Here’s a little thing to remember: Keeping plants contented and blossoming and fruiting takes a certain skillset – and this skillset can be learned. 

I’ve heard a lot of people say, self-deprecatingly, “Oh, I have a brown thumb.” I don’t think that’s true at all. Gardening is simply as a series of learning experiences, just as any new discipline is. If you hang out in the kitchen and cook things, eventually you learn how to cook good food. If you sit at the piano every day and practice, eventually you learn to play piano. You’re not going to play like Rachmaninoff (that’s a whole ‘nother level of work), but if you enjoy it, that’s all right. 

The same rules apply to gardening. If something doesn’t work this year, well, just try something different next year. Patience, observation, and a willingness to learn new things are among the best tools you can have in your gardening toolbox (and these tools serve you well in many other areas in life).

In short, a green thumb isn’t something you’re born with: It’s something you learn. If it’s any consolation, I’ve had many plants croak on me through the years, and I’ll have more keel over on me in the future. But I keep learning better ways to grow plants, and even now, I’m learning new things. If I can do it, so can you.

I’ve loaded this book with all the information you’ll need to plant a container garden. You’ll learn about the types of containers you can use (and their pros and cons) and I’ve included a primer about soilless potting mix and how to start seeds. The bulk of these chapters will be about the different food crops you can grow in pots – the best varieties of each vegetable for containers, and how to successfully grow them all. I hope you enjoy. 

When you get done reading, please leave an honest review for this book on your favorite retailer, BookBub, or Goodreads.

Reviews are so helpful to authors and to the readers who are looking for good books. 
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GET STARTED WITH CONTAINER GARDENING
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The Whys and Wherefores
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SO, WHY PLANT YOUR VEGETABLES in containers?

Maybe you don’t have yard space, or even a yard, to plant in. 

Perhaps you have hardpan soil, or soil that’s high in lead, or what I call “subdivision soil,” that gummy subsoil churned up from construction.

Perhaps your husband is a lawn fiend who cannot imagine his kingdom of grass having one plant out of place in it, bless his heart. Or maybe you’re planting food for only one. 

Maybe you want to plant something tasty within reach of your back door. Or you want to keep your food up on the deck, the only place where the chipmunks won’t dig up all your vegetables, the little nitwits.

Or maybe you have limited mobility, or can’t grip gardening implements, or you might be experiencing those myriad difficulties that slow us down.

There are a ton of reasons why growing your vegetables in containers will work for you. Containers can be raised and lowered to be within reach, and can be kept where they’re easily accessible so you can avoid pain or exhaustion while you work.

Whatever your reasons, this is the book for you.

Container gardening can have its challenges. Sometimes pots get knocked over. Sometimes you leave home for a week, and return to find that a full-scale drought and extreme heat have shriveled up your plants. It happens.

Protip: Don’t shoot for perfection when it comes to gardening. Perfection = frustration. 

The nice thing about container gardening is how versatile it is. If you don’t like how one of your plants look, you can move it elsewhere; if a plant isn’t getting enough sun, you can scoot it into a sunnier patch; if the arrangement of your containers doesn’t please you, you can rearrange them to your heart’s content. You might have to water daily when it gets hot and dry outside, but if you’re able to set up a drip watering system, you can circumvent that. Weeds are much, much, much easier to handle with container gardening, as are insects. If one of your plants looks mopey, you can move it out of sight to your plant hospital to recuperate while you put a cheery-looking plant in its place.

And here’s something to remember in gardening, or just in life in general:

IT’S PERFECTLY OKAY TO BREAK THE RULES.

Your garden is not going to be perfect. Oftentimes it doesn’t even have to be right. If you have some extra plants, crowd them into a pot somewhere. If you can’t follow the fertilizing directions exactly, do your best. If you don’t have money to get fancy pots, get some five-gallon buckets or make do with something cheap. Don’t spend a lot of money trying to make your containers look like garden porn out of a magazine. 

Seriously, if Better Homes and Gardens showed up to photograph my backyard, I’d have to chase them off with a broom. (After all these years of horticulturing, I have grown to absolutely despise weeding with the heat of ten thousand suns.) Now, see? You’re already way ahead of me.  

Just plant things. Enjoy the work. That’s going to be the takeaway in this book. 
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