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Hanging Gardens and Container Gardens:  
Gardens in very small spaces   

Hanging gardens and container gardens are a wonderful way to expand your gardening options.  They fit into and onto spaces that wouldn’t grow plants in any other way.  You can grow fruits and flowers, vegetables and herbs. People are growing plants on rooftops and in walls.  The only limit is your imagination!  

Here are a few tips to make sure you’re successful:

1. The container you choose must have drainage.  The larger the container the more critical the drainage will be because it catches much more water in a downpour.  For example, a whiskey barrel needs drainage drilled in the lowest ring on the side as well as across the bottom.

2. Make sure that the mix you use drains well.  Garden soil is not the best choice.  It’s usually too heavy.   Use a professional potting mix and customize it to your needs (I add bark chip, compost, and minerals to pro-mix). If you must use garden soil, make sure it’s excellent garden loam mixed well with peat moss and other drainage material.

3. Remember that the plants grown in a container are completely dependent on you for water and fertilizer.  Keep an eye on them all season and adjust your garden tending according to what the plants are telling you.  Use a high quality mineral fertilizer at the beginning of the season and move onto liquids as the plants fill up the space.  You may be fertilizing every week as you approach Labor Day.  

4. Be prepared to trim, deadhead and shape as necessary.  Containers can get ratty looking in late summer.  Try to anticipate this and do your shaping about 2 weeks before they rat out.  This will keep them looking great long into the fall.

5. If you’re planting for color – plan on about 3”square top surface per plant.  If you’re planting for food production, research the kind of plant and make adjustments…example:  1 tomato goes by itself in a 5-gallon container.  It can have a couple of beans and some basil if it’s in a 10-gallon container.

Whiskey barrel recipe:

Needed:

*1 whiskey barrel with holes drilled in the bottom and between the first and second bands at the bottom of the barrel.  Barrels are designed to hold water and MUST have adequate drainage!!!

*1/3 volume tested loam – amend with calcium and other missing elements to a rough working range
*1/3 volume commercial potting mix with either peat moss or coconut fiber.  If you’re using your own compost, make sure that it is based largely on broken down leaves otherwise it will be way too heavy for a container.  It’s stunningly easy to compact a large container and lose the value of the container’s controlled growing environment. That is the most common mistake made.
*1/3 volume bark chip or decayed wood chip or other aerating material like biochar or growstones (https://growstone.com/the-data/faq/) .  Biochar and growstones are permanent, decayed wood chip and bark chip are going to break down through time and lead to compaction if not replaced. 

*organic fertilizer like NCO Pro-gro http://norganics.com/index-12/index-11/fertilizers/progro/ , (2) alfalfa meal (2), azomite http://www.azomite.com/faq.html  (1) or other paramagnetic rock and calcium (1/2) (usually a mix of calcite, dolomite and gypsum) blended together and applied at a shovel full (8-10 cups) per barrel.  () indicates proportions as cups or bags.

Mix all of the above together on a tarp for thorough integration and fill up the barrel. Water in lightly (don’t drown it!!) and let it sit for at least a couple of weeks to allow the microbes to wake up and calm down and then plant.  If planting veggies then less is more.  If planting flowers then more is more pleasing.  Both will need the same level of care as the season progresses…

A note:  for future years there is no need to empty the barrel.  For the first two –three years you can apply a shovel full of the mineral mix to the top of the barrel and rototill it in as far as you can go. I use a Mantis tiller – excellent tool for this purpose – can also use a shovel and potato hook.  After the third year or so, you will have to add a mix of potting soil and aerating material (if wood chip) and work it through the barrel to the bottom – I usually empty half the barrel onto a tarp –add half the mix, work it in and repeat.  

Once planted, the barrel will run along smoothly for about 6 weeks or so and then you’ll need to step in with additional support if you want the best the plants can produce (veggies or flowers).  I usually start liquid fertilizer the 2nd week of July, again at the end of July and ramp up to once a week by mid-August until the frost takes the plants.  Use this schedule for any kind of annual plants – not for perennials!!

Use a combination of liquid fish, humates, yucca, molasses, kelp and microbes.  As the season deepens and the plants may need more than the organics can provide, substitute a high Mg chemical fertilizer for the fish and leave the rest of the buffering agents in place.  It’s possible to keep excellent production of fruits and flowers through about 30 degrees and sometimes a bit lower (this year November 5th in Central Mass without cover).



Sharp Drainage mixtures to expand your options

Standard mixture:
1 part clean garden soil
1 part peat moss or leaf mold
1 part sharp sand or coarse grit


Scree mixtures:
alternative 1
1 part clean garden soil
1 part peat moss or leaf mold
3 parts coarse grit or stone chips



alternative 2
2 part clean garden soil
2 part peat moss or leaf mold
1 part sharp sand or coarse grit
4 parts stone chips


For very sharp drainage:
1 part peat moss or leaf mold
3 parts stone chip


How to make hypertufa:
Hypertufa can create a "container" that plants can grow into and become part of.  Because of the lime content of the cement, it is best for those plants that need a higher pH.

2 parts sifted peatmoss
1 (*3) part(s) coarse sand
1 part cement

add enough water to make a thick but workable paste and, using gloves, coat the sink or tub you've selected or create a free-standing feature using a preformed mold (*3 parts sand).

As you can see – the options for containers are really only limited by your imagination and willingness to manage plants through time!  They’re portable, protected from many animals, easy to reach and easy to design with – a win all around 
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