















Long-Lasting Hanging Plants



by Rhonda Massingham Hart
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Become a Basket Case!



Hanging gardens. The mere thought is at once romantic, intriguing, and intimidating. For sheer attention-getting, nothing beats cascades of color bursting from containers. The effect is multiplied when the show defies the law of earthbound expectations and takes to the air. Hanging baskets bring cheery color to eye-level and sensuous scents right under your nose. Some even tempt your taste buds with dang-ling fruit.


Best of all, these mini-gardens offer their gifts to the neediest of places. They brighten dark corners, sweeten still breezes, soften stark lines, and bring drama to the drab. The impact of a lush, hanging arrangement can lighten a heavy heart, if only for a moment. And anyone can create them! All it takes is a little basic know-how and creativity to design hanging baskets to complement any setting, from a shady retreat to a sun-drenched patio.




Choosing the Best Ready-Made Basket


In the spring, especially around Mother’s Day, every store, from garden centers to corner grocery markets, gets into the plant business. Ready-made hanging baskets can be found suspended from anything that will hold them. So even if you’re not quite ready to create your own designer plants, you can still enjoy the splendor of your own little hanging paradise. Just follow these tips for bringing home the best baskets.


[image: image] Check the weight. The basket should feel heavy for its size. Light-weights have been allowed to dry out and may suffer permanent stress.


[image: image] Inspect the foliage and flowers. Reject any baskets that show obvious pest infestation, disease, or damage. Part foliage with your hands, and look on the underside for bugs, discolored spots, or broken stems. If you find obvious problems, do the management a favor and bring such baskets to their attention.


[image: image] Check the soil level. The planting medium should come within 2 inches of the top of the container. Too little soil causes roots to become crowded and stresses the plant(s).


[image: image] Consider your site. Choose plants that tolerate, or better yet, prefer, your growing conditions. Buy shade lovers for shady areas, sun lovers for bright spots, etc. (More on this under “Choose the Best Varieties.”)




Create Your Own


The real fun starts when you decide to design and plant your own hanging baskets. You can cater to your own tastes and color schemes, select from a wide range of varieties not available in nursery-grown baskets, and save money, too.


Choose the Right Basket


Any container that appeals to your eye, has not been used to contain any sort of toxic substance, is at least 3 inches deep, and has drainage holes in the bottom can be put to use as a hanging container. Just be aware that what the “basket” is made of makes a difference, and each material has its advantages and disadvantages.


COMPARISONS OF BASKETS






	Material


	Characteristics







	Pulp


	Inexpensive, lightweight, absorbs water, breathes well







	Wooden


	More expensive, heavy, attractive, breathes well







	Plastic


	Moderately priced, lightweight, less attractive







	Clay


	Moderately priced, heavy, absorbs water







	Ceramic


	Expensive, very attractive, moderately heavy







	Wicker


	Inexpensive to costly, rots if kept wet, attractive







	Wire


	Lightweight, durable, allows for planting at different levels







	Metal


	
Heats up quickly in the sun which may damage roots, heavy










Bear in mind that hanging plants require lots of water (more on this later) and that well-watered soil is heavy. Consider total weight when choosing containers. For instance, earthenware pots are attractive plant containers, but can weigh more all by themselves than the plant and soil combined. On the other hand, lightweight decorative wicker baskets won’t hold up over time.




Wicker Trick


To get the effect of a wicker planter, use a slightly smaller plastic container as the planter and nest it in the wicker basket.





Pick the Proper Planting Medium


Don’t use dirt! When used in containers, even the best garden loam compacts, which squeezes oxygen away from the roots and hinders water absorption. Instead, use a planting mix. You will find that there are two kinds available: soilless and soil-based. Soilless mixes are composed mainly of shredded peat. While lightweight and porous, they contain no nutrients and tend to break down over time, which also causes problems with aeration and water absorption. Soil-based mixes retain nutrients and are easy to wet, both initially and after planting, but they are also heavy. Soilless mixes are fine for temporary baskets, such as annuals that will be tossed at season’s end. Soil-based mixes are the best choice for perennial baskets that are to be maintained over time.
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