
You can’t bear to toss your beloved old blue porcelain bowl set.  And maybe that Michelin tire might come in handy again, so you should keep it. Although you might not use recycled porcelain bowls or apple barrels but rather terra cotta or woven pots, the simple concept of growing plants in pots or urns in addition to other objects, offers you a variety of enjoyable and creative ways to maintain and experiment with your garden. 

The concept of container gardening has was likely developed by the Egyptians and Romans.  So what makes container gardening so great?  Consider the following short list of pluses. 

Flexibility: Containers allow you to enjoy plants in areas where a traditional garden is awkward or impossible. You can grow fruits, vegetables, flowers, and shrubs just about anywhere.  And if you have a nice outdoor garden, you can vary your selection with containers.  Container gardening also enables you to experiment with plants and to optimize or to control environmental conditions.  

Mobility: You can easily move the plants in containers.  Whether it’s shifting your pots of gardenias from your front porch to your backdoor during the rainy or cold season or transporting them to a new home, your plants can go with you. 

Pest Control: If pests infect your calendula, you can easily move and treat those containers with appropriate sprays without disturbing other plants.  Additionally, you can arrange containers so that plants can attract and repel insects or flies according to your needs.  For example, sweet basil can frighten away hover flies that bother your fennel. And beans attract insects that eat leaf beetles, which harm your corn. 

Decoration: Pots of blooming petunias make the most austere entrance or sparsely decorated balcony or deck feel warm and inviting.  Or maybe you want to draw more attention to your seasonally decorated doorway or window.  What’s more, if areas of your yard look scraggly or muddy, you can mask such eyesores with a large pot or two of colorful nasturtiums or strawberries. 

The container gardener has to have a vision of how the display will look several months later, when the plantings mature.  A few small plants at the beginning of spring could dominate a container by the end of summer.  Container gardening gives you the opportunity to be very specific with your design -- in your choice of colors, textures, shape, and pattern.

Color: In container gardening, the subtle color detail and combinations that might easily be lost in a border garden jump right out at you.  If you are unsure about how to use color, take inspiration from lifestyle, decorating, and gardening magazines.  Look for something that you like and try it out.  Remember that white is extremely versatile – fresh looking with green; cool and lively with yellow and green; romantic with pink and blue; and really sets of bright oranges and reds.

Texture: Textures help you create a mood or effect.  Plants with textural foliage not only stimulate us visually, but also invite us to touch. You want to feel their leaves to see if they are as smooth, silky, rough, hard, soft, or spiky as they look.  You can work with a range and interplay of textures – like putting plants with similar feel together (soft and furry stems) or putting contrasting plants together (sharp and spiky with soft and velvety).

Shape: The careful use of shape can help create excitement – or calmness and serenity.  The most obvious expression of shape is topiary, where you clip plants into geometric or fanciful shapes.  But you can achieve less manicured expressions of shape by using plants with large or distinctive leaves or those with an interesting arrangement of branches or stems.

Pattern: Repetition and symmetry are fundamental design patterns meant to please the eye.  Rows of pots can help you emphasize or exaggerate a sense of perspective.  On the other end of the spectrum, a well-shaped, single plant in the right container can have the appeal to stand alone in the middle of a courtyard or walkway.  

So it’s not just throwing a few plants, throwing them in some pots and putting them on the porch.  It takes time and planning.  Be creative  -- try something different to let out the artist in you. 
You have decided what you want too do with your container garden. You have chosen your containers and picked out the right plants to fit into your creative design.  All that is left is to follow a few principles that will help make your container gardening a success.

Choose healthy plants: A given.

Prepare Container for planting: Make sure the pot is in good condition; make repairs if necessary. Clean your container with the appropriate cleaners (based on material properties of the container — clay, wood, metal, etc.).  Drill drainage holes, if necessary; add material, like broken pot pieces, at the bottom to allow for free flow of water. 

Choose the right potting mix: Choose a potting mix that is appropriate for the types of plants in the container — especially in a mixed pot.  Check out some of the new potting mixes on the market today. 

Reduce container weight:  Think ahead.  If you plan on moving your container around, or if it is on a balcony that can carry a limited load, you need to be aware of the weight of the finished product.  Keep in mind too that the weight increases after watering.  Lightweight beads, Styrofoam, or inverting a smaller plastic pot at the bottom of your container are ways to reduce the load.  Always try to finish your large container project as close to the final display spot as possible.  Consider a hand truck if you need to move containers.

Plant for success: There are hundreds of combinations and styles you can achieve when planting container displays.  Check out some books and magazines to get some ideas for specific combinations. Some extras:

Consider which side people will view your planting design so you don’t waste plants in the back.

Put inexpensive bedding plants in with your feature plants to cover the potting mix while the larger plants develop.

Arrange the longest trailing stems inward to cover the potting mix. The display looks more established.

Maintain plants regularly:  Treat your container garden like your regular garden.  It requires the same amount of attention as your flower or vegetable garden to looks its best all season.

Pour water on a stone placed in the container to prevent compaction.

Deadhead to promote the formation of new flowers.

Watch for soil compaction. Repot, if necessary.

Feed your plants.  The pot restricts the plant’s access to nutrients. 

With the right pot, the right design, the right plants and the right care you can show off your Master Gardener skills almost anywhere! 
Be creative: Use containers that are unusual or create a theme.  

Preparing the containers: Containers need holes at the bottom for drainage and rocks for the roots to wrap around to avoid “wet feet.” 

Feeding the soil: More plants can be grown in a small space if the soil has been enriched with compost or one of the enhanced potting soils on the market.  

Vegetables: Snyder said gardeners should consider researching "companion plants," which grow well together because one plant provides the soil with a nutrient the other plant needs and vice versa.  Basil and tomatoes are a dynamic duo with considerable aesthetic appeal.  Snyder noted that "they smell fantastic" and the variety of colors is interesting, like yellow tomatoes and purple basil. 

Juicy tomatoes: A tomato plant can grow well in a large container.  They come in many varieties, although compact varieties grow better in containers and require less staking.  Cherry and pear tomatoes look delightful in hanging baskets. 

Now you're cooking: Herbs are good for container gardening because compact herbs, such as rosemary, lavender, and thyme, can grow in small spaces.  Mints are generally invasive and should be only planted in containers. 

Plant the unusual: Vines like mock sweet potato, clematis,  and morning glories make interesting container plantings (w/support).

Water frequently: Water plants daily during much of the summer.  Avoid watering during the middle of the day opting instead for the morning or evening.   
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