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Introduction

This is the book that I wish I’d had when I started to create container gardens. I always wanted to garden in a greener way, but at times my rather haphazard gardening choices – often made on the spur of the moment – were part of the problem, not the solution. Gradually, though, I began to adjust my way of thinking and to make decisions that benefitted not only my plants, but also the environment and wildlife.

There is something thrilling when you can see that a few pots on the patio are so much more than a spot of colour. Plants and containers, when grouped together, interact with each other, creating their own mini ecosystem that also attracts wildlife. You can enhance this natural process by making eco-friendly decisions, some of them simple, from the get-go.

Here is a practical guide on how to make greener choices when it comes to materials, design, plant choice and maintenance. It embraces the philosophy of reduce, reuse and recycle and shows how to choose plants and combinations that bring wildlife into your garden. Containers bring joy on many levels – with their combinations of plant size, colour, texture and shape – but attracting wildlife adds another dimension. It is especially satisfying to sit back and watch as your pots become a nectar pitstop for bees and butterflies. I still can’t get over how, just a few days after creating my small container pond, a stunning blue dragonfly came to visit (and not just once).

It is one of my mantras that greener gardening does not mean that you have to settle for less when it comes to beauty or impact. This book aims to inspire with a series of container themes that range from the large, as in a pocket forest or patio orchard, to something as small as a ‘nectar café’ window box. At its heart is the belief that anyone, anywhere, can create a garden, no matter what size, that will benefit the planet. Gardening is for everyone, and the greener, the better.


GO GREENER

Your first thought when setting up your new container garden should be ‘What do I already have that I can use?’
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PART 1

Setting up your container garden

Creating a container garden can be like putting together a real-life photosynthesizing jigsaw puzzle. One of the joys of developing such a garden is that you have so much scope for choice, and this chapter will guide you through how to make the all-important initial decisions in a sustainable and wildlife-friendly way. Firstly, what is the right location for your new garden? And what material – and size – will you choose for the containers themselves? Then, of course, you’ll need to acquire the right equipment for the job. As Alexander Graham Bell, who loved gardening as well as inventing, said: ‘Before anything else, preparation is the key to success.’



[image: Illustration]



Choosing where to site your containers

There are no absolute rules for finding the right location for your containers except this one: thoughtful assessment is the key to success. You won’t go wrong if you start out by taking the maxim of ‘right plant, right place’ as your guide. Small or large, urban or rural, finding the right place is absolutely key.

When setting up your container garden, think ‘location, location, location’, but with a twist – see the site from a plant’s point of view. You may have chosen a spot because you’d like to sit there but, first of all, find out what it will be like for your plants.

Sun and shade, aspect and exposure are all factors to take into consideration. Having done that, you may then need to calibrate your plant choices. After all, if you fancy a fernery, those fronds will never be fond of a baking-hot patio corner!
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Group plants that prefer the same conditions together in one spot.






Which way does your garden face?

The direction your garden faces will have a huge impact on how much sun it receives at different times of the day. Before you start to position any containers, stand outside with your back to the house and use a compass to show which way you (and your garden) are facing. Using the following diagrams as a guide (these illustrations show light and shade patterns in the northern hemisphere), you can work out how much direct sunlight your garden will receive. Other things to consider are how much shade might be thrown by trees outside of your plot, or any tall buildings nearby.
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Sun and shade

Aspect isn’t everything, of course. Just because your container garden is south-facing doesn’t necessarily mean it will receive nonstop sun. Are there trees nearby that will place it in the shade for part of the day? Or will it be affected by a shed or a wall? It’s worth taking the time to check out the amount of sunlight (or shade) at various times throughout a day.

This is crucial to its success, because the amount of sunlight available will determine which plants will thrive in the spot. Sunny spots mean the plants will be thirstier and require more watering – especially in the summer – while shady spots can be made more light-reflective by using techniques such as painting a wall white or using mirrors.

Wind and rain

How exposed is your spot? If your containers are on a balcony or windowsills, then you will need to be aware of the wind factor. This is also the case for some locations in an ‘on-the-ground’ garden – any place that is high or not secluded can be susceptible to wind. It is also important to find out if your spot is in a ‘rain shadow’, as many porches and patios are partially covered.

Being in a rain shadow means that the wind can dry out and cause ‘wind scorch’ on leaves, and containers in these places will need more watering. You could reduce these effects by shielding windy spots with adjacent ‘screen’ planting, or moving the containers even a short distance so that they will receive more rain.


GO GREENER

All containers will need watering, so think ‘rainwater’ from the start. Are there water butts nearby? If not, can you install one?
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Any available light in this shady courtyard is enhanced by the white walls and pale flooring.



What’s in the neighbourhood?

Step back and have a look at what is adjacent to or near the spot you have chosen.

Will your plants be the only greenery in the area? If so, for maximum wellbeing benefits, you will want more than one container. What kind of wildlife lives nearby already? Is there an adjacent border or trellis with plants that already attract some bees and other insects? Is there a pond nearby? Are there any pets – or even unwelcome guests (as some think of foxes and/or grey squirrels, because they often like to dig into containers and you’ll need to set up some physical defences) – that need to be taken into consideration?

An unloved spot may be fitting

Not all locations are immediately obvious. Containers can be placed on the ground, on walls or arbours, either fixed or hanging from hooks. A well-placed container garden can add greenery and colour to the most unlikely places, including next to bike and bin sheds. Feeling the heat in the city? Container climbers up a wall can help regulate the temperature inside. Look at your entire outdoor space, including that dark passageway or tiny front garden mostly used as a car parking space. Could containers enhance these unloved spaces? Choose low-maintenance plants in places that are not close to water and foot access.


TIP

You can always garden ‘up’ by grouping plants on ladders or creating shelves on a wall to increase the number of plants you can fit in your space.
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Choosing the right containers for your garden

There’s a huge range of containers out there, from the traditional variety in garden centres to a host of recycled objects just waiting to be found in salvage yards. You can also make your own or repurpose some old walking boots.

Natural materials include terracotta, stone and wood; the only plastic in your garden should be by reusing whatever plastic you may already have – avoid buying it new, as there are already some 500 million plastic plant pots in circulation, and only a third will ever be recycled. Think natural, local, reusable.

You may be tempted to choose your containers on looks alone, but think about these practical considerations: larger containers mean less watering and more room to accommodate a variety of plants. Also, grouping together several containers of varying sizes and heights will create a mini ecosystem and that benefits wildlife, too. Larger pots also allow for more efficient watering and reduced fluctuation of moisture and temperature in the compost.


GO GREENER

When buying containers, remember that saucers and reservoirs mean that water can be caught and easily retained.
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Sourcing and decorating

Get salvaging Visit your local reclamation yard for inspiration such as old chimney stacks, birdcages, metal wheelbarrows, old kettles or teapots, boots or wellies, used tyres and old birdhouses.

Get creative Add your own personal touches to containers with environmentally friendly paint, tiles or other decorative items. Or why not trim a planting box with small, white birch branches?


TIP

When it comes to containers, allow room for a variety of plants (and wildlife); aim for ones with a diameter of at least 48cm (19in).
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Types of container
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Terracotta pots Used since ancient times, these are made of fired clay and are porous, which helps prevent root rot and/or soil disease. They are heavy, which makes them stable but also means you won’t want to move them too often. The glazed varieties can be frost-proof, but check the claims on the label carefully.
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Alpine hypertufa troughs These rough-looking troughs look great with alpines and even manage to be relatively lightweight. They are a good DIY project (you can make a trough using something as basic as cardboard boxes) – but avoid the traditional recipe, which includes cement, peat moss and perlite. Greener versions are made with coir and applied to old sinks, recycled fish and vegetable boxes. Sustainable alternatives to cement are harder to find, but include lime which, for instance, can be mixed with hemp hurd to make hempcrete.








More types of container
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Intermediate Bulk Containers (IBCs) These recycled industrial containers are readily available, modular and customizable. Many come in metal ‘cages’, which allows for hanging plant options. They will suit larger planting schemes that include trees.
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Plastic Reuse old plastic pots – only buy new if made from recycled materials. The positives of plastic – lightweight, cheap, durable – are outweighed by the devastating environmental costs of this indestructible material.
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Plastic-related Steer clear of pots made from plastic-like materials, such as fibreglass and epoxy resin as these can fall apart fairly easily and can have a relatively short shelf life, ending up in the waste stream fairly quickly. Instead, reuse what you already have.
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Ceramic sink These can look great filled with alpines.
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Wood Crates, barrels and boxes made from sustainable wood (look for the FSC logo when buying new) are naturally attractive – but avoid softwoods that have been preserved with toxic chemicals or heat treated. Instead, use durable timber, such as western red cedar or green oak, which looks great and will last for years. Alternatively, treat plain softwood with an eco-friendly preservative such as linseed oil.
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Stone Cast stone planters are reliable in all weather and provide some insulation for your plants. They come in many shapes and sizes, including old stone troughs. Be warned, however: they can be extremely heavy to lift, so do use pot trolleys to safely lift big containers.
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Metal Buy new or – even better – reuse an old metal bathtub, water tank or, if you are thinking big, a farm water trough. Options include stainless and galvanized steel, zinc, tin, copper and cast iron. Metal holds water well but there is virtually no insulation, so it will heat up in the sun and get cold in the winter. Insulate the sides below the soil line with newspaper or cardboard.
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Fabric Make these soft and pliable ‘pots’ from recycled materials (including plastic) mixed with fabric weaves (options include hemp and felt). They are porous, which allows roots to breathe. Many are reusable, but some will not be long-lasting and will need replacing.
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Vertical structures, hanging baskets and ‘living’ walls You will need lightweight containers for vertical spaces (such as placing plants on a ladder or wall). You could use birdcages and even household ‘junk’, such as old colanders, for hanging baskets.






ECO WORRIER

When choosing containers, take into consideration their transport miles, which add to their carbon footprints.





Equipment: what you’ll need

What tools you require depend, to some extent, on the size of your containers. For instance, you may want more than a small hand trowel if you are planting a tree. Think quality, not quantity. Cheap, imported tools are not as eco-friendly as locally produced ones; good-quality ones can last a lifetime. Avoid plastic and go for those that use sustainable wood.

Tools

Hand trowel and fork These come in varying sizes and shapes. For larger containers, a mid-sized handle will offer you more flexibility when planting, especially for hard-to-reach areas. Look for rust-resistant stainless steel with FSC wooden handles.

Transplanting trowel These are not essential but are handy, especially when planting lots of bulbs. They are narrower than the usual trowel, and measurement markings on the blade make it easy to plant at the right depth.

Secateurs Essential for pruning, deadheading, cutting back and harvesting. There are two main types: bypass secateurs have two blades which cut like a pair of scissors – they are ideal for smaller stems as well as greener growth; anvil secateurs have one blade that cuts down onto a flat surface – these are good for thicker, woodier stems. Keep both sharp to ensure clean cutting.

Sharpening stone Regular use will avoid blunt tools. Whetstones are fine-grained stone and will need either oil or water for lubrication. Diamond-coated blocks or portable pocket-sized sharpeners work well for secateurs and are also suitable for spades and hoes.
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Other essentials

Watering can Choose a metal one and a size that works for you and fits with the size of your containers – and remember that the cans will be much heavier when filled. A fine rose works for young plants and, as plants grow, a spout will make it easier to target the base of the plant. A long spout is best for watering larger containers.

Garden twine Many natural materials, such as jute, sisal, cotton and wool can be made into twine, but hemp twine is arguably the best from a sustainable point of view. It is strong, biodegradable and compostable, as well as being a sustainable crop.

Basket or trug These are handy for carrying just about anything you need and look great in traditional wood or wicker.

Gloves Look for lightweight gloves in cotton with FSC natural rubber.

Dustpan and brush Most are plastic, so search out those that are 100 per cent recycled or long-lasting wood and steel pans.

Kneeling pad Especially handy if you are working on a hard surface such as a patio. Look for waxed cotton and canvas. Avoid polyester.

Design aids

Notebook Collect your designs and drawings in a garden notebook; you can also note down planting and flowering dates each year.

Measuring tape or ruler Go for a metal ruler or other plastic-free varieties.


PART 2

Greener container gardening techniques

Almost every decision involved in planning and creating your container garden can be made in a way that helps the environment. This section provides a guide to eco-friendly techniques for the nitty-gritty side of gardening: growing seeds and sourcing plants, making and using composts, using water wisely and tips for making your own fertilizer. It’s all about creating and maintaining containers without using plastic and peat, not to mention hosepipes.
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Sourcing plants for your containers

There are so many ways to grow or acquire the plants you need. A lot depends on your planting plan, of course – annuals are often best grown from seed and many perennials can be easily propagated. And don’t forget the free factor: explore local seed and plant swap options and ask friends and neighbours for cuttings or leftovers. If you decide to buy, then be on the alert as to plant health and look out for those grown locally.


TIP

Some of the easiest flowers to grow from seed are annuals, including poppies, cornflowers, marigolds, sweet peas, nasturtiums and sunflowers.
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Start with seeds

Seeds are a cost-effective and satisfying way to begin and your plants can be started off in recycled containers on your kitchen windowsill.

For easy biodegradable seed-growing containers, use egg cartons, recycled juice or yoghurt pots, toilet rolls cut in half, folded newspaper or buy coir plugs. (Don’t forget to create drainage holes where necessary!)

Find seeds through swap or volunteer clubs and follow the directions on the packet for when and how
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Containers and contents
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How to make natural plant supports
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Circular supports
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Tepee supports
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Watering your container plants
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Self-watering (wicking bed)
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Feeding your plants
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Working with nature
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Plant annoyances and diseases
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Staying on track
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