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WHY SHOULD WE GARDEN WITH CONTAINERS?


I can think of four great reasons:


1. The first is that containers are so convenient. No matter how much, or crucially, how little space you have, containers help us to bring greenery, scents, colours and edibles into our lives.


2. Containers offer you flexibility in your garden design – you can move pots around or change their contents. This is a great asset; growing conditions that would otherwise be inherently unchanging can be exploited to their full potential. If a plant isn’t happy where it is, you can move it – with no disruption! From shade to sunshine or from a windy spot to a sheltered nook. The ability to move a plant is really useful and means you can grow many plants that otherwise might not thrive in your plot.


3. Another obvious benefit is that they contain the roots of a plant, which is useful for a number of reasons. It might be necessary to prevent a plant from spreading, such as with a bonsai tree or a very vigorous bamboo, or a plant may need a special kind of molly-coddling – such as a very specific soil type that is not present in your garden, extra drainage, or a particularly acid environment (see 1 and 2). It also helps to hold roots in a space that is usually inhospitable, giving them the opportunity to feed and hold on against the odds – like on a wall or windowsill.


4. Believe it or not, pots have fantastic design potential. With a host of different shapes, sizes and colours of containers and a whole kingdom of plants to play with, they can add a brilliant and varying aesthetic to your garden. Close your eyes and imagine a pot planted up. I bet I can guess the first thing that popped into your head – the pot was terracotta and had something flowery in it. A Pelargonium, let’s say. Or maybe it was a hanging basket? Perhaps something with Petunias trailing over the sides? The point I am trying to make is that, for some, growing in containers has become something of a clichéd concept: the same kinds of pots with the same kinds of plants. However, there is so much choice, and with the option of upcycling – and even of making your own pots – there really is no excuse for thinking that there’s only one way of growing in containers. Think outside the box (or should I say pot?) and try something different.
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Plants are good for the soul; they purify the air around us and fill our spaces with pockets of green (one of the most soothing colours), as well as providing havens for wildlife. Plants are also useful – we eat them, we put them in vases, we make dye with them and we use them as the basis for all kinds of medicine. So whatever your space, there really is no excuse for not making a little room for a plant or two. Even just a couple of plants will give you joy and a sense of tranquillity as you nurture them and watch them grow. What better activity is there to do with your children or friends or for a bit of peaceful creative time, than fashioning a container that will be exactly what you want, filled with the plants you love?


There is a knack to achieving the perfect container – I’ve seen some done badly or packed with ill-looking or dull bedding. People tend to revert to the fail-safe option of alternating bulbs in the spring with bedding in the summer, then perhaps some pansies in the winter, if they can be bothered. These sorts of schemes, the types we commonly see planted by local authorities or in municipal parks, are uninspiring to say the least. But containers need not be synonymous with these kinds of safe and predictable displays. These poor pots, brimming with potential, didn’t ask to be filled with the same old species, without colour or form even being a consideration. All that compost, all those nutrients, could have gone to feed and nurture something truly exquisite. There is a whole world of potential to be unlocked from containers that are just sitting in the shed or round the side of the house collecting dust, weeds, moss and possibly spiders and woodlice. I implore you to resurrect, revamp and replant these containers, and this time round, give them a chance to shine. Think of them as the key element of your design, not just a finishing touch or an afterthought. Unleash their true potential - oh, and replace the pot pile with an insect house!
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Succulent species like Crassula and Haworthia bring beauty to a small corner of a greenhouse.
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Fuchsia and Pelargonium tomentosum bringing flair to a pot display using easily available species.








Its flexibility is what sets growing in containers apart from other kinds of horticulture, but there is a whole host of other reasons why you might choose growing in containers over traditional flower beds.


Cost is one. Increasingly as when we spend money on our gardens, we tend to see gardening as less important and invest in furnishings and hard landscaping rather than plants. Plants can be surprisingly expensive and if they are planted out they generally can’t be taken with us when we move – not without some considerable effort and forward-planning, and some may not survive the disruption. Growing your favourite specimens in containers is a cost-effective way of filling your outdoor space while still prioritising greenery that can be taken with you when you move. If you have a good-sized space to fill, containers have another, clever, cost-cutting advantage – because the container adds bulk to the garden, it reduces the need for so many plants to fill the space, and stands in for costly hard landscaping.


Ease is also an important plus for containers. Growing plants in a container is easy – you don’t have to do any soil analysis before choosing your plants, you can just choose something you like and stick it into the pot with some appropriate, peat-free compost and it will usually grow with relative success. Even trees will be happy in pots for years with some feeding and a bit of water.
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Don’t confuse ease of planting with being low maintenance. A (container-grown) plant is reliant on you for survival. In the ground, nature throws all sorts of things at a plant, but if it survives these trials and tribulations, chances are, once it’s established, nature will also nurture it. The rain will water it, the leaves falling on the ground will provide it with nutrients and the unconfined earth filled with beneficial bacteria and fungi will give the roots plenty of room to grow. In a container, this is not the case; resources are finite and hard to come by. The designing and the planting process may be easy, but be prepared that maintenance can be considerably more intensive.





By carefully choosing plants that are happy in containers you give yourself less work and less worry. Maintaining plants in pots isn’t as onerous as double-digging your vegetable plot or weeding ground elder from your flower beds, they just need a careful eye, watering and feeding, and may need potting on into bigger containers when they get too big for their pot (every few years).


You can also grow something in a pot that you might not be able to grow in a flower bed. Some plants need specific soils, light levels or temperatures that your garden cannot provide, as when it comes to your garden there is very little you can do to alter the conditions you have. Hence the often repeated phrase: ‘right plant, right place’. However, when it comes to containers that rule goes merrily out of the window. You can choose the conditions you want – use an acidic compost for an acid-loving plant, add lime for ones that prefer alkaline conditions, position the pot in a sunny spot if it needs heat. Dig in some gravel to add drainage and compost to help it retain more nutrients, and even move it indoors when it gets too cold. Being able to nurture a plant in a very specific environment is extremely handy, and can be essential to growing that plant well.


I love container growing because of my lack of outdoor space – the good ground I have to grow in is incredibly limited. I am very lucky to have a small allotment when many of us haven’t even got that. A patio may be the extent of your ‘land’, or perhaps just a porch, windowsill, doorstep or even (if you’re very lucky) a roof terrace. For the many of us facing this problem, container growing is the ideal solution. Pots fill my windowsills, tables, edges of the bath, desk, doorstep and, quite frankly, anywhere I can shoe-horn them in. Containers can fit into any space; they can hang from the ceiling, climb the walls, sit on shelves and be incorporated even into the smallest spaces, making them versatile to say the least.


And finally, for those who are lucky enough not to struggle with space, you are in the wonderful position of being able to have some massive containers if you so desire. That doesn’t just mean big pots; raised beds are a form of large container, as are walls with growing space at the top, huge urns, installations of every shape or design made of any material you can imagine.
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Alpine plants bring greenery with inobtrusive foliage and often delicate and beautiful flowers to almost any area, as long as it gets enough light.





Containers are also invaluable in terms of both plant and garden design. The variety of shapes, sizes, styles and materials combined with the ways in which you can arrange them, where you position them, how you plant around them, how many pots you use, whether you stick to one colour for a sleek, minimalist finish or mix and match them in a shabby-chic, bohemian way, creates almost endless opportunities to create dynamic designs. Add to this the huge choice of plants available and you have a world of options to choose from.


For the more traditional, try terracotta pots filled with Mediterranean herbs to give you colour and culinary uses all year round. Or you can use cushion mosses beneath a single coloured plant for impact and an uncomplicated design. Move up the evolutionary timeline towards ferns; try horsetails with striking verticals or the delicate fronds of an asparagus fern for cloud-like texture. You can even do away with the compost altogether and fill containers with water for a hydroponic system or to create an indoor pond. Or if you have walls or stony ground without much soil, you can grow succulents or alpines with shallow root systems to fill every nook and cranny. Or tropical plants in a damp, warm area with rich soil.


There’s no end to the combinations you can create with just a little inspiration, but if that seems daunting, I’m here to help. In this book I’ll show you a wide range of ideas for all tastes to get you growing – but don’t forget to do it in your way. Grow the plants you like in your favourite pots so that they give you results that are personal, beautiful, innovative, rewarding and productive in a style that reflects you and your home.


If you’ve dismissed gardening as something that seems beyond you or your space, it’s time to think again. With just a little thought and planning, container gardening can fit into a modern way of life and can be a lot more varied and rewarding than you might expect. So let’s get started!
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Aeonium of different colours and sizes make a dramatic and architectural centrepiece to an otherwise soft and fairly traditional pot display.
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An arid, urban area with poor soil that lends itself to Mediterranean species like olive and thyme is hugely enhanced by some modern herb garden containers for marjoram, hyssop and lavender.
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Technically a flower pot is just something that holds the growing medium and the plants. It doesn’t have to be a set shape or size or material. It can be something repurposed, something homemade and something you might never even think of as a container. With so much choice, it helps to know your options and which pots best lend themselves to which plants. Armed with all the information, your pot displays can really have the edge.






CHOOSING THE RIGHT SIZE


Generally, containers sit on the ground, or on a hard surface, though don’t forget that there is also the option of using a wall-mounted or hanging pot. Wherever you decide to put your containers, when choosing your pot you need to think carefully about what you will use in relation to where it will be situated.


The key to choosing the right container for a specific place is its weight and size. For containers that sit on the ground in a permanent position you can go big or small because the combined weight of the pot and the compost will not be an issue. So on the ground you can create small, dainty arrangements with several little pots gathered together, or use huge raised beds, troughs, urns or any other really large containers.


However, if you wish to put your container on the floor of a balcony or roof terrace, you need to weigh up the options more carefully. A fully finished and watered container is not a lightweight feature – the water alone can weigh a huge amount (1 litre weighs exactly 1 kilogram), and when it is added to a heavy pot filled with compost… you get the picture. The last thing you want to do is over-burden your balcony or roof terrace with weighty items, as this can be very dangerous if the area can’t take the load. One way of getting around this is by reducing the amount of heavy soil in a container and bulking it up with lightweight recycled polystyrene or perlite. If you are thinking about a shelf or other wall-mounted system, do bear in mind that you will need even lighter loads and smaller pots.
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An upcycled metal container makes a bold, modern feature, creating a clever boundary. When softened with a sensitive planting scheme of Eupatorium and grasses, it looks more rustic.










BIG CONTAINERS


Containers come in all shapes and sizes. I have two large containers outside my house, in the form of raised beds. This is partly because I cannot grow much in the poor soil and, being near the sea, it has a very high salt content. I had no choice but to make two large containers and fill them with better soil in which I actually have a chance of growing healthy plants, even in a small and challenging spot.


Many gardeners face the same problems. It could be for all sorts of reasons – whether you have unstable ground, inhospitable ground, trouble bending down to work at a low level, a solid concrete patio that you don’t want to break up, a problem with damp soil, or you just like the look of raised beds as opposed to borders dug into the ground. You can get round these issues by building a container to fit your space and serve your needs, and this container or raised bed can be as big as you like as long as it looks right in your space. It can also have the bonus of doubling up as a seat or storage, with a bit of clever design.


For those who do not enjoy building, there are all kinds of large containers available. They can be purpose-built containers, urns being a classic example, or something more contemporary, made of modern materials like concrete or rusted steel. They can also be something not originally intended to house plants, but cleverly repurposed to do just that. I have even heard of cars being turned into huge containers – plants spilling out of the boot, bonnet and windows. If you have the space, and you love to grow, then a large container does the best job of simulating the ground, as it allows plenty of root space and nutrients. So you can either grow lots more of the plants you love or fewer really mature, large specimens. A big container also makes a bold statement, something that, if you have the courage, can be the making of an outdoor space - even a small one.
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Single species make a bold statement. This huge pot is planted with one of the biggest herbaceus perennials - Gunnera macrophylla, which should be contained and kept away from water courses.











SMALL CONTAINERS


If you only have limited space, don’t despair, there is a huge array of containers you can use, as small as you like. There are all sorts of weird and wonderful ideas out there for making containers out of almost any material. The key consideration when using really small containers is the planting, because you need to choose species that can cope with having their roots so restricted. The soil in a small container also tends to dry out and lose its nutrients quicker than that in a large one. So unless you have a lot of time and love to give to your containers, it’s worth choosing fairly low-maintenance plants that can cope with dry, nutrient-poor, small spaces, or plants that are extremely slow growing. Plants such as Pelargoniums, sedums and other succulents, Erigeron and other wild daisies and even many herbs such as lavender, thyme and rosemary can cope with slightly drier, nutrient-poor conditions and, dare I say, neglect from us growers!


As a rule (and a hard and fast one at that), a plant whose roots are restricted will grow slowly. Generally, in containers and in the ground, what’s going on above the soil directly correlates with what’s going on below. So when the roots are unable to spread and grow, the stems and leaves will be likewise reduced. This is how the Japanese tradition of bonsai works; when the roots of a tree that would ordinarily be tens of metres tall have their growth restricted, the trunk and branches and the leaves are much smaller than they would be in the wild. Be warned that these trees do still need nutrients and a fair amount of water so are pretty high maintenance. However, for those with the time to dedicate to their bonsais (and my dad is someone who puts his all into his collection), a tree can be lovingly nurtured to grow for hundreds of years in one small pot, and never get taller than a few feet (see here).
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A collection of simple, small pots is a really effective way of filling a pint-sized patch and by using all kinds of varying textures you can create something ecclectic, subtle and undeniably beautiful, belying your spaces’ humble beginnings.
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An array of succulent plants in various small containers, proving that there are no limits to the choices you have to make, with clever use of plants. And don’t feel limited by these resilient plant species: their shapes and colours can be as varied as the receptacles in which they’re planted.









CHOOSING THE RIGHT SHAPE


It is an old debate amongst gardeners: a square hole or a round? I don’t think it makes an enormous difference. But in a pot this question has much larger ramifications in terms of design rather than plant health. And the options are not just round or square but oblong, cylindrical, hexagonal, oxagonal, triangular, short and wide, long and thin. The choice is yours but it pays to think about it in advance if you want a cohesive design.
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ROUND


Most containers tend to be round – for example, an urn – but even these can be subtly varied in shape, perhaps cylindrical or bowl-shaped. If you want to ring the changes a little, here are a few ideas on how to maximise the impact of round containers.


• Round containers look particularly good when displayed en masse.


• Round pots are some of the easiest to arrange in large displays and lend themselves to being positioned in corners or indeed in circles.


• Place a large round pot at the centre of a circular piece of paving or deck, or slightly off-centre in a circular feature in your garden.


• Arrange a few pots in a spiral or sprawling cluster; they look particularly good if you use varying sizes of pot, with the largest positioned at the back.
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