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For Haley (my favorite millennial), who wants to garden but isn’t sure where to begin.






Introduction

Are you looking to grow your own organic food but feel like you don’t have the skills or knowledge to do it?

Maybe you only have a limited amount of outdoor space…or possibly even none! Perhaps you’ve only experimented with growing houseplants, and the idea of growing actual fruits and vegetables seems a bit more complicated. Maybe you’re excited to get growing…but simply wondering where to start.

No matter where you are, How to Grow Your Own Food will give you the knowledge and confidence to successfully grow your own food in containers. Container gardening is a simple way to begin gardening and ideal if you have limited experience and/or space. If you have a balcony, patio, patch of grass, or even a driveway or sidewalk, you can add a container or two and get started right away! Container gardening is also a great option if you have a garden but would like to add more space, lengthen your growing seasons, or grow some plants indoors.

In this book you’ll learn about:


	The “why” of gardening—the basic principles of gardening that will help you successfully grow your own food.

	The “what” of gardening—what exactly you need to get started growing your own food.

	The “how” of gardening—how to grow your own food in containers (including easy-to-understand steps that take you through planning, setting up, planting, and caring for your container garden).



You’ll also find a list of fifty plants that grow well in containers, all with illustrations, in-depth growing instructions, and tips. Find a vegetable, herb, flower, or fruit that catches your eye, then read about how to grow it. Find the right container for the selected plants, and you are ready to begin planting! Build on your successes and learn from your mistakes each season. And don’t forget to add more containers as your experience and confidence grow…along with your garden!






How to Use This Book

Are you ready to grow your own food? In Chapter 5, you’ll find listings for dozens of plants to get you started. If you’re a beginner, consider paying special attention to the ones that are easiest to grow. Under the “Difficulty” section for each plant, three levels are listed:

LEVEL 1: EASY

These plants are simple to grow and have the fewest steps from planting to harvest.

LEVEL 2: MEDIUM

These plants may have a couple of extra steps required for growing success—and there are things to look out for along the way.

LEVEL 3: DIFFICULT

These plants can be difficult to grow for various reasons—but don’t be afraid to give them a try! Level 3 crops require more effort, but everything you need to know is included in the entry. Read the growing information carefully and follow each step to be successful.

Choosing the right container for the plants you select is crucial. Each entry details the minimum size to use for that plant to thrive. Use the “Container Sizes” section in Chapter 2 to determine what size container your plant needs. When you select the right-size container, your new plant will have enough soil, air, water, and nutrients to happily grow and provide you with a delicious harvest.

Pay attention to the light requirements in each entry, and place your containers where they will receive enough sun. Follow the guidelines of the “When to Plant” sections for the greatest chance of a successful harvest. As questions arise, consult Chapter 4: Helpful Terms to Know, as well as the tables in Appendix A, which provide simple, clear information on troubleshooting common problems and information on how to manage pests in a safe, organic way.
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Chapter 1 The Basics of How to Grow Your Own Food in Containers





The idea of growing your own food may seem complicated, but in reality, learning to grow food in containers can be simple. Whether you are a beginning or advanced gardener, container gardening is a practical way to be more self-sufficient and aware of where your food comes from. You may already be using containers to grow plants such as houseplants or that pot of flowers by the front door. This chapter will teach you how to take some of the basic gardening skills you may already have, add to them, and then learn how to grow your own food in those same types of containers.

This chapter will also explain ten principles for successful container gardening. As you begin your container-gardening journey, make sure you understand each of these principles. As you progress, if you notice a problem with your garden, read through the gardening principles again. It’s possible one of your plant’s basic needs is not being met.


The Benefits of Growing Food in Containers

As you read through the benefits in this section, hopefully you’ll come to realize that gardening doesn’t need to be expensive or complicated. Growing food in containers simplifies the process of traditional gardening and removes some common obstacles to getting started.

YOU CAN GROW FOOD ANYWHERE

One of the biggest benefits of container gardening is the ability to do it anywhere. Add a container to a balcony, deck, or sidewalk, and you’re ready to go. No room outdoors? With the proper light, you can even grow indoors.

YOU GROW FOOD IN THE BEST SOIL RIGHT AWAY

The soil in traditional in-bed gardens can take years to develop. Containers are filled with the best type of soil for vegetables, herbs, fruits, and flowers to grow in from the start, and issues with ground contamination, poor soil, rocky soil, weeds, or other issues are avoided. Soil-borne pests and diseases common to in-ground beds are often avoided or lessened by moving the plants out of the ground and into containers. In addition, pH (a measurement of the soil’s acidity or alkalinity) is simpler to manage and adjust in containers by using different types of potting soil.


IT’S SIMPLE AND INEXPENSIVE TO GET STARTED

The startup costs and preparation associated with container gardening are minimal, especially if you start small. It is simple to get started (no need for preparing soil or buying a shovel, rake, or wheelbarrow), and you won’t need a truckload of soil dropped off at your house in order to begin. The tools necessary for container gardening are minimal and explained in detail in Chapter 2.

CONTAINER GARDENS ARE ADAPTABLE AND ACCESSIBLE FOR ALMOST EVERYONE

An added benefit of containers over traditional in-ground beds is that they are adaptable and can be made accessible for most situations. For instance, a container’s height can be adjusted by placing it on a railing, bench, or ledge. There is also less bending, digging, and kneeling required than with in-ground beds.

IT ALLOWS FOR FLEXIBILITY IN LOCATION AND TIMING

A container garden is portable. If your location needs to change, your garden can come along. You can move containers to the sunniest parts of your yard or take them indoors to escape extremes of heat or cold. Additionally, because containers are portable and heat up (and cool down) more quickly than in-ground gardens, they can extend the growing seasons of vegetables, herbs, fruits, and flowers.


Ten Principles for Successful Container Gardening

These basic principles will give you a straightforward understanding of the “why” behind gardening. As you learn and apply these principles, you will minimize and avoid problems but be equipped to troubleshoot them if they do occur in your garden.

PLANTS NEED ADEQUATE LIGHT TO PRODUCE FOOD

The most important principle for gardening success is sunlight. Although some plants need very little, plants grown for food need abundant light. Some vegetables will tolerate shade more than others, but all need sun. Most of the fruits, vegetables, herbs, and flowers discussed in this book do best with 6–8 hours of sunlight. For example:


	Flowering plants need a minimum of 6 hours of direct sunlight.

	Plants grown for the edible roots need a minimum of 4 hours of direct sunlight.

	Plants grown for the edible leaves need a minimum of 3 hours of direct sunlight.



If you are growing indoors, you will need a grow light. Plants that don’t get enough sun grow slowly, if at all. If you have a choice between morning sun and afternoon sun, choose morning sun. A spot that gets 6–8 hours of sun beginning in the morning and then has a little afternoon shade is ideal for growing most fruits and vegetables.

PLANT AT THE IDEAL TIME AND TEMPERATURE FOR EACH PLANT

Every vegetable, herb, fruit, and flower has a preferred growing temperature. Planting at the correct time for each one is a key factor in the success of your harvest. Some crops prefer cooler weather and tolerate a little frost; others need warmer weather to grow well and would die in frosty conditions. A big part of gardening success is learning the unique growing conditions of your area. Plants are happiest and grow best when they are planted at the ideal soil temperature.

PLANTS IN CONTAINERS NEED DIFFERENT SOIL THAN PLANTS IN THE GROUND

Regular garden soil is too compact and heavy for container gardening and does not provide the air and water necessary for the roots to grow. The right mixture of ingredients in potting soil provides nutrients, air, and water for the roots, and it gives your plants the best chance of success. For more information about the preferred mixture for containers, see Chapter 2.

WATERING CORRECTLY IS CRUCIAL FOR CONTAINER GARDENING

Without adequate water, plants will die. Plants’ roots in containers cannot search out water sources like their in-ground counterparts can. As the gardener, you are responsible for meeting your plants’ watering needs. Plants are made mostly of water and use water for photosynthesis and transpiration. When your plant doesn’t get enough water, the root hairs on the plant wither and can’t take in nutrients any longer. Soil also needs water to live and to transfer energy to the plant. When the soil dries out, the living things in the soil go dormant or die and cannot feed your plant. Water brings life and growth to your plants—and makes delicious food possible.


PLANTS (AND THEIR ROOTS) NEED AIR TO GROW

Too much water can be as damaging to plants as too little. If the spaces between the soil particles are taken up with water, there is no room for air. Without air, the roots suffocate and die. You may have seen the hole in the bottom of a container and wondered if it is really necessary. The answer is yes! The hole allows excess water to drain out of the container. Likewise, lifting the container up off the ground with bricks or a plant caddy allows the water to drain freely out of the hole.

This principle applies above the soil as well. Adequate airflow around plants is necessary for healthy, happy plants. Crowding plants too close together or growing plants in areas with poor airflow causes problems with disease.

CONTAINER-GROWN PLANTS REQUIRE MORE FREQUENT FERTILIZATION

Because nutrients are leeched out of the drain hole of the container and plants in containers cannot seek out nutrients in surrounding soil, they rely on you to feed them. Quality potting soil has some nutrients, but most plants require additional fertilizer. The best way to feed plants is through regularly applying organic fertilizer.

PLANT ROOTS NEED ENOUGH ROOM TO GROW

Have you ever seen a picture of a large tree with a representation of its roots below ground? A tree’s roots often extend the entire width of the tree’s canopy and several feet below ground. This is a principle that applies to container gardening as well. Larger plants have larger root zones and need adequate-sized containers in order to grow a large enough root structure. The size of a plant is usually limited by the container in which it is grown. The size of your container should correlate to the size and number of plants grown in that container for the best chance of success.

CERTAIN VARIETIES OF PLANTS GROW WELL IN CONTAINERS

Because containers limit the size of the roots and available water, some plants are better suited to grow in containers. When choosing plants to grow in containers, look for “dwarf” varieties. These are smaller versions of full-size plants that do better in containers. Also, select “bush” varieties rather than vining types. “Compact” in the name is another clue that the variety will fare well in containers.


MANY CROPS IN CONTAINERS ARE HAPPIEST GROWN VERTICALLY

Growing vining plants vertically by adding a trellis to your container has many advantages. Vegetables grown vertically take up less space and have better airflow and exposure to sunlight, which gives them added resistance to pests and disease. It’s also easier to harvest fruits and vegetables grown vertically. Plants left to spill out of containers onto the ground can be damaged by bugs or by getting stepped on.

THE BEST DEFENSE AGAINST PESTS AND DISEASE IS HEALTHY PLANTS

Healthy plants are less susceptible to disease and less attractive to pests. Do what you can to provide the optimal growing conditions, and plants will be healthier and have fewer problems. A major benefit of growing your own food is the knowledge of how that food was grown; don’t give up on organic gardening and spray chemicals on every bug you see. Use the tables in Appendix A to help you troubleshoot issues while they are small. Always use the least invasive method first and be patient.
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Chapter 2 Tools of the Trade and Guide to Containers





Most of what you’ll need for container gardening will fit in a small bucket or basket. This chapter will provide you with a list of recommended supplies. You may even discover that you have some of them already on hand. The right tools will make your job easier. Purchase the best tools you can afford and take good care of them. Clean off dirt and debris after each use. Find a spot to store your supplies so you know where they are when you need them. Keeping your tools and supplies well organized helps maximize the time you have to spend in the garden.

The containers you choose are the most important “tools” you’ll use. The size of container you need depends upon which plants you choose to grow. When you have a choice between a smaller or larger container, choose the larger container. A larger container means more soil, water, and air for your plants.


Tools of the Trade

You may not need all of the items listed here to get started. Begin by gathering a few basics and then add to your tools as the need arises.

GARDEN FABRIC Garden fabric serves many purposes, including pest control, protection for seedlings from birds, and shielding the plant from hot and cold weather. It is also called row cover or floating row cover.

GARDEN SCOOP Use a garden scoop to easily scoop soil out of bags and into your containers.

GLOVES Some gardeners never use gloves; others won’t garden without them. You may want to use them for the biggest jobs at the beginning or end of the growing season.

HAND PRUNERS A little larger than pruning shears, hand pruners can harvest larger items like squash and are good for cutting through thicker branches and stems.

HAND TROWEL Think of this as your shovel for container gardening. With the trowel, you can dig down into the soil to dig a hole for your plants. Find one that feels comfortable in your hands.

HARVEST BASKET Think positive and find a basket you can’t wait to fill with the bounty from your garden. While it’s waiting for vegetables, you can store your garden tools inside it.

ORGANIC FERTILIZER Organic fertilizers provide both macronutrients and micronutrients and are less likely to burn plants than synthetic fertilizers. Good organic fertilizers for container gardening include liquid fish and seaweed fertilizers.

PLANT DOLLY If a pot is going to be moved indoors or to another location, put heavy containers on a plant dolly with wheels before filling it with dirt and plants.

PLANT LABELS Use plant labels to record what and when you plant.

PRUNING SHEARS/SNIPS Perfect for snipping herbs, deadheading flowers, and harvesting small vegetables. Their small size allows you to thin plants and snip as needed.

SOIL THERMOMETER Many of the entries in this book list a temperature guide for knowing when to plant. This handy tool takes some of the guesswork out of when to plant. For an accurate reading, take the temperature of the soil first thing in the morning and place the probe 2"–4" deep for a few minutes.

TRELLIS A trellis can be something like a tomato cage, bamboo poles sunk into the container, or a lattice attached to a nearby wall—any structure on which vining plants are encouraged to climb and grow upward. Use caution with tall trellises to ensure they are firmly attached to the container or nearby wall to avoid tipping over.


A Word on Potting Soil

Potting soil is a key ingredient to container gardening. Garden soil is too heavy for containers. The best type of soil for containers is potting mix with a combination of compost, coconut coir or peat moss, and vermiculite or perlite. Look for a bagged potting mix with these ingredients. The potting soil should be light, fluffy, and drain well. If you can’t find a premixed potting soil, consider mixing your own. Use an equal amount of each of the following ingredients:

COCONUT COIR OR PEAT MOSS holds air and water and decays very slowly (coconut coir is considered a more sustainable option than peat moss).

COMPOST provides organic matter and nutrients and increases the water-holding capacity of soil.

VERMICULITE OR PERLITE holds air and water and keeps soil light and airy. Vermiculite also adds calcium, magnesium, and potassium.

For most plants, regular potting soil is the right pH. However, a few plants prefer more acidic soil (these preferences are noted in the plant descriptions in Chapter 5). For these plants, buy an acidic potting soil to put in your containers. The label on the bag of soil will indicate if it is intended for such plants.


Planting Date Information

As was discussed in the gardening principles section, planting at the correct time for each plant is fundamental to success in growing your own food. The following tools will help you determine the correct time based on your location.

LOCAL PLANTING GUIDE A reliable planting guide meant for your area is an invaluable tool when gardening. A good way to find one is by contacting your local county extension office. If no county extension office is available, ask at a locally owned nursery if they can recommend a planting guide.

LOCAL FROST DATES Learn the dates of your average last spring and first fall frost. To find your dates, go to www.almanac.com/gardening/frostdates. The planting times in the plant descriptions in Chapter 5 often refer to these dates. The number of days between those dates are your “growing season.” Colder areas have a shorter growing season than warmer areas. Understanding the length of your growing season allows you to select vegetable varieties well suited to your area.

LOCAL USDA GROWING ZONE For fruit trees and perennial plants, it is also important to know your USDA growing zone. To learn your zone, go to https://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/PHZMWeb and enter your zip code. Awareness of your growing zone helps you know which fruit trees will survive outdoors or know if containers need to be brought inside during cold months.


Watering Concerns

Watering incorrectly is often the cause of many problems in the garden. The following tools make time spent watering more efficient and effective.

HOSE A garden hose makes watering easier. Plants in containers often need watering every day. Look for a hose that is long enough to reach your containers.

MOISTURE METER A moisture meter indicates when to water and helps prevent overwatering. The probe measures the moisture level at root level and displays it on the meter.

OLLAS An olla is an unglazed clay pot, normally with a wide bottom and narrow neck. The wider part of the vessel is buried below ground with the neck above ground. Fill the olla with water, and the water seeps out slowly through the porous clay. Ollas give water to the roots over a period of time. They are a good option for thirsty plants, hot climates, or if you go out of town frequently.

SELF-WATERING CONTAINERS These containers have a reservoir for water in the base of the container. A wick in the root area sucks up water from the reservoir. Water is added to fill the reservoir as needed. These containers usually don’t need a hole at the bottom for drainage. Self-watering containers are another good option if you can’t water your garden every day.

SPRAY NOZZLE The nozzle attaches to the end of the hose and usually adjusts to different patterns. Look for one with a shower option. The shower setting wets the soil evenly without disrupting it too much and exposing roots.

WATERING CAN Use a watering can to mix liquid fertilizers and water before adding them to your plants. Also, if proximity to a water spigot isn’t possible, use a watering can to water the containers. This method is the most time-consuming way to water and only works best if you have a few small containers.


A Guide to Container Styles

Before getting into specifics, there is one important rule to note for any container you are considering for your plants: There must be a hole in the bottom to allow excess water to drain out so that roots and soil do not become waterlogged. Larger containers may have several holes to allow for more drainage.

Additionally, depending on what the container is placed on, you may need to lift up the container to improve airflow and drainage. Use pot feet, bricks, or small pieces of wood placed around the perimeter underneath the container to allow excess water to flow out freely.

Container Material Types

Containers appropriate for gardening come in several different materials. Here are some of the choices you may encounter.

FABRIC

PROS: Portable—fabric pots often have handles, which makes moving them easier; material allows plants to breathe; sides can be rolled down to allow sunlight in; inexpensive; easy to store when not in use.

CONS: Soil dries out quickly.

    FIBERGLASS AND PLASTIC

PROS: Lightweight; inexpensive; waterproof; retains moisture.

CONS: Dark-colored containers can get hot and heat up roots.

GLAZED TERRA COTTA

PROS: Waterproof; retains moisture; insulates plants; regulates temperature.

CONS: Often expensive; breakable; may freeze or crack in cold climates; large sizes are heavy.

    METAL

PROS: Durable; retains moisture.

CONS: Temperatures fluctuate more than in other containers; roots can heat up excessively; best not to use in full sun.

UNGLAZED TERRA COTTA

PROS: Allows roots to breathe; inexpensive; insulates plants; regulates temperature.

CONS: Soil dries out quickly; breakable; may freeze or crack in cold climates; large sizes are heavy.

WOOD

PROS: Breathable; cedar and redwood are resistant to rot; insulates plants; regulates temperature.

CONS: Some varieties can rot.


Container Sizes

For the purposes of this book, containers are divided into the following five categories: extra-small, small, medium, large, and extra-large.

Use the amount of soil the container holds as a guideline for the container size. Containers that hold less than the amounts listed are not recommended for growing most vegetables to maturity. Generally, aim for the container to be as deep as it is wide. This provides the most room for the roots. The minimum recommended container size for each plant is listed on the plant entry pages in Chapter 5 of this book. Choose the largest possible container for vegetables to give them access to more soil, food, and water. Smaller containers need to be watered more frequently as well, so larger container sizes mean less work for you!

For the record, pot sizes are not standardized and often use different types of measurements (liquid, dry, and so on). Following are general guidelines in dry-soil measurements.

EXTRA-SMALL Holds up to 2 gallons (.3 cubic feet) of soil. Examples include an 8 ½" terra cotta or nursery pot and a 10" hanging basket.

SMALL Holds up to 3 gallons (.46 cubic feet) of soil. Examples include 10" terra cotta or nursery pots and a 14" hanging basket.

MEDIUM Holds up to 5 gallons (.69 cubic feet) of soil. Examples include a 5-gallon plastic bucket, a 12" terra cotta or nursery pot, and a half-bushel basket.

LARGE Holds up to 10 gallons (1.5 cubic feet) of soil. Examples include 16" terra cotta or nursery pots, a 10-gallon fabric pot, and a 1-bushel basket.

EXTRA-LARGE Holds up to 20 gallons (2.73 cubic feet) or more of soil. Examples include 18" terra cotta pots (2.3 cubic feet of soil), 24" terra cotta pots (3.8 cubic feet of soil), and half wine barrels (4.3 cubic feet of soil).
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Chapter 3 Ten Steps to Successfully Growing Your Own Food in Containers





Are you ready to get started? This chapter walks you through the steps of planning, setting up, planting, and caring for your container garden. Start small—a container or two is a great way to begin and gain experience. Fine-tune your system and learn what methods work best for you. Expand your garden as your ability grows.


1. Choose the Best Location for Your Container Garden

The most important consideration is how much sun the area receives. Pay attention to the spot at different times of day. Ideally, the location for your containers receives at least 6–8 hours of sun throughout the day. If you have a choice, pick an area that receives morning sun. Hopefully, there is easy access to water in this location as well.


2. Decide What You Are Going to Plant

Spend some time looking through the fifty different vegetables, herbs, fruits, and flowers in Chapter 5. Make a list of what you would like to grow. Wondering which ones to choose? Grow what you like to eat and maybe try something new as well. If the sunlight in your garden is limited (less than 6 hours), choose plants that can tolerate partial shade.

Within the list of plants you would like to grow, use your planting guide to find out which ones do well in your area and the best time to plant them. Pay attention to the adjectives in the plant descriptions: cold-loving, heat-loving, cold-season, warm-season, long-season, short-season. These are clues to help you know when to plant. The soil temperature guidelines in several plant descriptions are also a helpful aid in determining when to plant.

Now evaluate the space you have available. Make sure you have enough room to grow your selected crops. Read through the plant information carefully and then decide if you need seeds or transplants. Make a list of what you need. Head to your local nursery for seeds and/or transplants, or check the online resources in the back of this book to buy seeds.
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