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BEGINNING CONTAINERS

~Toni Cross .
Seasonai Color Pots -
Any article written about creating good container

plantings could go on for pages. You could write a
book about it, and many people have. This article is
intended for the gardener who has never tried a con-
tainer planting before, or who has been disappointed
with the results of past container plantings. The prepa-
ration before planting and the aftercare of the container
are just as important as the plants themselves. There
are five major elements that go into a successful con-
tainer planting: container, soil, food, plants, and main-
tenance.

CONTAINERS: Once nearly everyone had terra
cotta, and if you were being really daring you had a
blue ceramic container somewhere in the garden. Now
we have so many choices it can be hard to choose
among them. Look at the style and color of your house
and the style of your garden. Choose a container that
suits that style. For instance, it would be jarring to see
a strongly Asian-style container placed in front of a
Craftsman cottage. In the same way, if your garden is
very romantic, it might seem out of place to have a
black zinc container in the garden.
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1 often recommend a minimum container size of

20 to 24 inches tall and wide. A larger container pro-
vides a bigger “canvas” for your “painting,” doesn’t dry
out as quickly as a smaller container and has the scale
to stand up to your home/garden. Small containers
easily double your maintenance.

SOIL: Remember when Dracula hissed “The blood
is the life?” The soil is the life of your plants. They
have to get everything they need inside that pot
their roots can't go out to greener pastures. Visita repu-
table nursery for your soil and ask to see samples. A
good quality potting soil will be free-draining, but hold
together a little when you wet it and press it into a ball.
It will also probably have added nutrient.

FOOD: When most folks are planting a summer
container, they often think of flowers. These flowers
are usually annuals. I like to say that annuals are the
teenage children of the plant world: They like to eat.
They need fertilizer to look good all summer long. Add
a bit of slow release fertilizer (like Osmocote) to your
soil. Mix it into the top four inches of soil before plant-
ing. I used to add a granular 10-20-20 general pur-
pose fertilizer as well. However, I now garden my con-
tainers more organically and use a granular organic fer-
tilizer instead. Once your plants are blooming, you
can fertilize once a week with a 20-20-20 fertilizer dis-
solved in your watering can. Drench the soil and leaves
of the plants. However, this may not be necessary if
you like the results without it.

PLANTS: What makes a good container planting?
Contrast, form, focal points, color, line—all the same
elements that make a good landscape planting or de-
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CONTAINERS

sign. Be sure that the plants you choose can all co-
exist happily in the location you have chosen for your
container. However, the “painter” matters more than

the “paint.” Worry less about which plants you choose

and more about how you put them together. That’s
what makes an interesting container.

MAINTENANCE: This is where a lot of first-tim-
ers drop the ball. They forget to water on the 90 de-
gree day, or they fertilize a dry container at high noon,
and burn everything to a crisp. If you aren't sure if
your container needs water, and can’t tell by looking at
the plants, then poke your index finger——deeply—
— into the soil of your container, under the plants, in
several places. If the soil sticks to your finger, you
don't need to water that day. Watering in the morning
or the evening is best, but do whatever it takes to pre-
vent the container from drying out. Be sure to dead-
head your flowers at least once a week, making sure to
take the fading flower all the way down and leaving no
headless stems showing. Pick off any yellow or dam-
aged leaves on all plants. You put a lot into this con-
tainer. You want it to look nice.

There. Now get to work.

Real Homes for Real People
On View June 10

The 19th annual Phinney Ridge Home
Tour, Real Homes for Real People, will be
Sunday, June 10, from noon to 5 p.m. The tour
features eight remodeled, restored or reno-
vated homes in the Phinney neighborhood.
Tickets are $12 for PNA members and $15 for
nonmembers and will be available at the
Phinney Neighborhood Center, 6532 Phinney
Ave N., on the day of the event. Participants
will be asked to remove their shoes before
entering each house.

This year’s Home Tour is sponsored by
Lake and Company Realtors, Rejuvenation,
Northwest Homecrafters, Antique Lighting
Company and Environmental Home Center.
For more information about the Home Tour,
call (206) 783-2244.
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