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Growing plants in containers, like all gardening, is a compromise between nature and artifice. It enables you to simulate all kinds of growing conditions, place plants wherever they are wanted, grow combinations that would be impossible together in the open ground, and overwinter tender plants under cover. Container growing also makes it possible to rearrange the outside look of your home in much the same way as you might rearrange the interior—to make a radical change to its seasonal appearance, for example, or to transform a terrace for a new purpose.


The projects in this book do not just look at conventional containers. There are ideas for portable plant screens—the equivalent of hedges in container gardening—for architectural containers, and for the plant pot as gate pier. The projects not only show how to grow in containers but also suggest how to place plants in an overall garden or backyard design.


There are innovative schemes for transforming an ordinary window box, terra-cotta pot, or wooden tub—simple changes that make containers relate to their setting. This is gardening as exterior decoration as well as horticulture.


George Carter
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terra cotta


There are many variations in the color of terra cotta—from the harsh red of new machine-made pots to the softer texture prevalent in hand-thrown pots. The 18th-century English landscape gardener Humphry Repton used pale stone paints and lime washes to disguise red brick, which he thought too warm a color against the various greens of the landscape. Paints can be used for various effects, including making a container appear more or less conspicuous. The combination of white, gray, and blue shown opposite recalls the delft ﬂower pots much used in 17th- and 18th-century gardens to set in rows on walls or terraces.
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A hand-thrown urn painted dark green has patinated to a mottled bronze color. Planted with hydrangeas, the urn looks best displayed above ground level on a painted wooden plinth.
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Clipped box (Buxus sempervirens) is a valuable container plant since its effect stays the same through the year. An underplanting of pink and purple petunias gives the box a colorful border in the summer ﬂowering months. The petunias will need liquid-feeding to keep them going during the growing season in the face of competition from the box.
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The tall and distinctive shape of these pots is emphasized by their white-painted exteriors, which read better from a distance than darker terra cotta.
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A wide urn-shaped pot suits the spreading habit of the variegated hosta (Hosta sieboldiana ‘Frances Williams’), whose bold architectural foliage continues throughout the growing season, making it an asset even after the ﬂowers have died off.
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This large terra-cotta pot has been planted for early spring with dark blue and white hyacinths.
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A painted stepladder makes a stage for a late spring/early summer display of felicia, drumstick primulas (Primula denticulata), marguerites (Argyranthemum frutescens), and double daises (Bellis perennis).
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Machine-made terra-cotta pots have been painted in white, gray, and blue latex. Choose plants that sit comfortably with the color of your painted pot.
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Dwarf tulips make a good spring plant for this simple terra-cotta pot. The double early Tulipa ‘Schoonoord’ shown here will provide long-lasting ﬂowers in April.
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terra cotta with a patina


Many modern terra-cotta pots, especially machine-made ones, have a raw new look that can detract from the effect of an attractive planting plan. They can also look out of place next to old containers that have been softened with age. One answer is to tone down new pots using an antiquing kit that simulates a patina. This project shows how to age a terra-cotta trough artiﬁcially using this method, and how to display the trough effectively side by side with pots that have a natural patina.


MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT


1 new terra-cotta trough 9 x 9 x 24 in (230 x 230 x 600 mm )


2 terra-cotta pots with a natural patina 10 in (250 mm) in diameter


terra-cotta antiquing kit


small paintbrush


scrub brush


bucket


20 quarts (20 liters) potting soil


pot shards


3 creeping soft grass (Holcus mollis ‘Albovariegatus’)


in 6 in (150 mm) diameter pots


2 balls of boxwood (Buxus sempervirens) in 1 or 2 gallon (5 or 10 liter) pots
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1 Prepare the antiquing kit as directed on the package.
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2 Apply the “patina” with a small paintbrush. Take care to paint right into the curves and indents on the relief detail.
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3 Once the medium is dry, you can scrub it off using a stiff brush dipped into a bucket of cold water. The object is to leave a white deposit in the relief detail and around all of the edges, but to remove almost all of the paint from the ﬂat surfaces, except for the odd blemish. You need not worry about scrubbing off all the medium because it sinks into the pores of the terra cotta, ensuring that a subtle color change always remains.
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4 Cover the bottom of the trough with pot shards. Cover this layer with enough moistened potting soil to raise the top of the grass pots to 1 in (25 mm) below the top edge of the container.
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5 Remove the grasses from their pots and place them on the soil layer, then ﬁll the remaining space with soil and pack it down gently. Soak the compost and check frequently to make sure it has not dried out. After eight weeks or so, apply a weak liquid fertilizer. Continue to feed each month in spring, summer, and fall.


6 Line the bases of the 10 in (250 mm) pots with pot shards. Plant the boxwood, ﬁlling the pots with soil and packing it ﬁrmly.
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7 Display these pots on either side of the trough. The naturally aged appearance of the terra-cotta pots develops only after several years of use out of doors. However, the artiﬁcially patinated trough, which has been instantly aged, sits well between them.


alternative effect


An antiqued bronze effect, although more complicated than the patinated trough, is still easy to achieve.
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Create a glaze by mixing one part water to one part deep blue-green latex paint. Wipe it over the outside of the trough with a rag.
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Create two more glazes as before with pale blue and pale green latex paint and apply them in random strokes, with a small brush. Dip the brush in water and drag it around the rim, letting the water run down the trough in streaks. Allow to dry. Blend the glazes with ﬁne-grade steel wool.
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Finally, make a glaze with white latex paint and apply a thin coat to the surface of the trough; while the paint is still wet, wipe it off with a damp cloth, leaving small deposits in the molding and just enough to soften the colors.
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painted pots


Paint effects can be used to disguise the sometimes rather harsh-looking red appearance of modern terra-cotta pots that have been made by machine. Use the colors chosen here or pick your own combinations to match the architectural background of your garden. To create the greatest impact, paint the pots in simple striking designs and select plants to harmonize with the overall color scheme.


MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT


machine-made terra-cotta pots: 2 with 9 in (230 mm) diameters;


2 with 7 in (170 mm) diameters; 2 with 6 in (150 mm) diameters


1 quart (1 liter) each yellow matt emulsion and palm-green matt emulsion


masking tape 1 in (25mm) wide


paintbrush and watercolor brush


pot shards


30 quarts (30 liters) general-purpose compost


10 lilies (Lilium ‘Reinesse’)


10 creamy Osteospermum ‘Buttermilk’


6 lime-and-cream petunias
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1 Begin by painting one of each size of pot in green; coat the outside and the top 1½ in (40 mm) on the inside. Repeat for the remaining pots using the yellow paint; you may ﬁnd that it takes two coats of yellow to hide the terra-cotta coloring underneath. Wait for the paint to dry before applying the pattern.
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2 Use the largest pots for the zigzag design. Divide the circumference at the base into ﬁve equal parts and mark with a pencil. Then divide the top into ﬁve, placing these marks exactly in between the ones already made around the base.
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3 Apply the masking tape in strips, joining the top and bottom marks so that a zigzag pattern is formed on the outside of the pots.
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4 On the outside, paint the green-based pot yellow, overlapping the edges of the masking tape, and paint the yellow-based pot green. When the paint is completely dry, peel off the tape to reveal a neat zigzag pattern.
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5 Select another yellow pot and a green pot and decorate with 1 in (25 mm) spots in the contrasting color using a watercolor brush; draw freehand or make a template by cutting a circle out of a 4 in (100 mm) square of card and painting over it.


Finish the pots by painting the top band in the same color as the spots.
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6 In this arrangement the other two pots have been left plain, but you can devise any pattern of your choice, remembering that simple bold designs work best. Here are some alternatives.
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7 Use the larger pots for the lilies. ‘Reinesse’ is a stem-rooting lily so line the pot with pot shards and plant 6–8 in (150–200 mm) deep to allow for root development. A basal-rooting lily such as Lilium candidum should be planted 4–6 in (100–150 mm) deep. Plant bulbs from fall to spring or pot-grown lilies any time. Fill with moistened potting soil to a level of 1½ in (40 mm) from the rim of the pot. Pack the soil and water thoroughly.
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8 Line two more pots with pot shards and ﬁll with potting soil so the osteospermums (ﬁve per pot) are about 1½ in (40 mm) below the rim of the pot. Pack the soil and water thoroughly.
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9 Fill the last two pots with petunias, whose variety make them ideal for this project. Line the two pots with pot shards and ﬁll with potting soil so the plants (three per pot) are about 1½ in (40 mm) below the rim. Pack the soil and water thoroughly.
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grouping terra-cotta pots


To achieve a satisfactory grouping of plants in pots requires planning. Limit your choice to a single material to give harmony, but select a variety of sizes and shapes. Mix textures and scales with seasonally changing ﬂowers. Pick a plain background for a visually complex group, or a more decorative one for a simple bold display. The focus in this project is on the wide variety of pots and plants available for creating a group display. Follow the steps exactly or adapt the plants and pot sizes to suit the style and architecture of your garden.


MATERIALS & EQUIPMENT


large pot 14 in (350 mm) high with 16 in (400 mm) diameter


medium pot 10 in (250 mm) high with 10 in (250 mm) diameter


basket weave pot 14 in (350 mm) high with 14 in (350 mm) diameter


square container 14 in (350 mm)


small pot 7 in (170 mm) high with 10 in (250 mm) diameter


very large pot 16 in (400 mm) high with 18 in (450 mm) diameter


small cylinder with handles 12 in (300 mm) high with 14 in (350 mm) diameter


small shallow pan 15 in (130 mm) high with 12 in (300 mm) diameter


large shallow pan 7 in (170 mm) high with 18 in (450 mm) diameter


manure, pot shards, and potting soil (see pages 20–21 for different types)


bamboo canes • garden ties • spiral-shaped wire frame (optional)
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