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GETTING POTTED

HOW TO GROW ANYTHING IN CONTAINERS

By Jeanna C. Godfrey, DVM

Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener
Growing plants in pots is an ancient practice which is receiving renewed interest.  As baby boomers retire and downsize to smaller houses with mini-landscapes, garden design centered around potted plants is gaining popularity.  If you follow a few basic rules, you can grow just about anything in a container.

The first step involves selecting appropriate containers and the choice is limited only by your imagination.  It really is a matter of your style and garden theme.  Discarded cowboy boots, old bathtubs, bidets, old rusty bed frames, and a myriad of other items have graced cottage and perennial gardens, especially in the South. 

 What is important to consider is the mature size and cultural needs of the plant you want to put in the container.  Too small a container can restrict root spread, quickly exhausting the nutrients and oxygen in the soil.  On the other hand, too large a container favors root spread and leaf growth over flowering and fruiting.  The shape of the container should also be considered in relation to the plant.  Low–growing plants with shallow roots do better in pots only a few inches high.  Mounding plants such as verbena compliment rounded containers.  Taller plants or plants with strong architectural interest are best in more substantial pots.

In addition to size and shape, the material the container is made of has to be considered.  Commercially available pots are usually made from terra cotta, wood, plastic, or resin.  Each material has pros and cons for the gardener. 

 Terra cotta is porous – good because salts and other minerals accumulate on the outside of the pot not in the soil, but requiring frequent watering.  It is also heavy. That’s a plus for stability in our exceptionally strong winds but makes rearranging the garden design difficult due to the weight.  Terra cotta also chips, cracks, and breaks. 

 Wood is porous like terra cotta as long as it hasn’t been waterproofed and is a good insulator for roots.  Containers made from redwood, cedar, or cypress are rot-resistant and last for years.

  Plastic or resin pots are gaining in popularity because of the many sizes, colors, and designs available.  They are lightweight (good for moving, not so good for stability in our winds), and durable.  Plastic/resin is not porous, so water stays in the soil longer, but the material has no insulating properties, providing little root protection from heat and cold.  Many of these pots come without drain holes, which must be drilled in the bottom to assure good drainage.  Regardless of the material you choose for you container, avoid black or dark- colored pots which absorb more heat.  Planting in these can spell a quick death for plants in our climate.

After choosing a container, a good quality potting mix, preferably mixed with water-retaining gel crystals, is used for planting.  Adding a slow-release fertilizer at the time of planting is also a good idea.  There are commercial potting mixes available with both these products already included.

Care for specific plant types in containers is essentially the same as for their permanently- planted relatives, you simply do it more often.  Watering is often the most time-consuming job.  In our summers, pots often must be watered daily and some even twice daily to counteract the effects of heat, wind, and humidity.  In addition to the slow-release fertilizer added at planting time, foliar feeding on a weekly or biweekly basis during the growing season will ensure healthy, vigorous plants.  Some local favorites which do great in containers in our area are Angel’s trumpet (Brugmansia), bougainvillea, hibiscus, rosemary, dwarf bottlebrush, Norfolk Island pine, roses, fountain grass, daylily, lantana, and a myriad of other annuals, perennials, and small trees.

Water gardens are another great way to utilize containers and combine not only the beauty of plants but the soothing sounds of moving water.  Use a non-porous container without drain holes.  If you plan to add a water pump, you will need to drill one hole in the bottom for the electrical cord, then seal around the cord with marine silicone sealant.  To minimize water loss due to evaporation, place the water garden out of direct sunlight.

In addition to the plants mentioned above, many vegetables and herbs make great container partners, given a little extra care and attention.  Tomatoes (especially the patio or cherry varieties), peppers (bell, banana, and jalapeno), eggplant, and Swiss chard are all good candidates for potting.  Just remember, they will require more frequent watering and feeding than their earthbound relatives.

Speaking of vegetables, it’s time to start thinking about the fall veggie garden.  The majority of fall vegetables are planted between July 15 and Oct. 1.  Contact the Aransas County Office of the Texas AgriLife Extension Service for a comprehensive list of planting dates and suggested varieties for our area.  The office can be reached by phone at 790-0103 or by e-mail at Aransas-tx@tamu.edu.

Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office is located at 892 Airport Road in Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

