
 1 

 

 

 

The main secret to successful container gardening is 

Right plant, right place, right container. 
 

Plants grown in containers have the same basic needs as all 

plants. They need good growing medium, light, water, 

temperature, air movement, relative humidity and 

fertilization. 

Sun requirements: 
• Full sun means at least 8 hours per day. 

• Partial sun or partial shade means 3 to 6 hours of 

direct sun per day. 

• Dappled shade is similar to partial shade. The sun is 

making its way through the branches of a tree. 

• Shade means less than 4 hours of direct light each day, 

with filtered sunlight during the rest of the day. 

Three basic container materials 
1. Nonporous: plastic, metal, fiberglass and glazed pots 

2. Semi-porous: wood, pressed fiber 

3. Porous: clay, unglazed ceramic and terracotta 

• Drainage holes are necessary in all containers to 

prevent plant roots from standing in water and 

developing root rot. 

• Never put a layer of gravel or rocks or Styrofoam 

peanuts in the bottom of a container beneath the 

potting mix in an effort to improve drainage. Doing 

so causes the water to collect in the potting mix just 

above the gravel. Only when no air space is left in 

the potting mix will the water drain into the gravel 

below. 

 

Basic Considerations 
1. Plants grown in containers do require more care than 

plants grown in garden beds in the ground. 

2. Plants can dry out faster and with nutrients being 

leached, necessitates more frequent applications of 

water and fertilizer.  

3. Select the right plant. 

4. Select the right pot. 

5. If you are unsure of the size of the container you will 

need, choose the largest one that can be accommodated 

on your porch, deck or garden and be in scale. 

Do not reuse potting mix if: 
• A plant dies and the problem appears to be a soil-borne 

disease problem. 

• If it is old enough to be a compacted mass - it has 

composted beyond its usefulness.   

 

Potting Mixes, Substrates or Growing Media–
DO NOT USE FIELD SOILS  
• Instead we recommend “soilless substrates” or potting 

mixes. The most common ingredients in potting mixes 

are perlite, pine bark, sand, peat and vermiculite–or a 

combination of the these. 

Do it yourself potting mix recipes: 
• 50% peat and 50% perlite 

• 60% peat, 20% perlite and 20% vermiculite 

• No single potting mix is ideal for all container-grown 

plants. 

Nutrient Management 
There are three types of fertilizer that are recommended for 

container plants: 1. controlled-release, 2. slow release 

and 3. liquid fertilizers. 

• Timing for fertilizers: Pre-plant fertilization allows for 

a successful start to plant growth. If the fertilizer used 

before planting is a controlled-release fertilizer, 

additional fertilizer is needed in eight to ten weeks. If 

the potting mixture is amended with slow-release 

fertilizer, transplants can be fertilized again three weeks 

after planting, seedlings three weeks after the plants 

have two sets of leaves, and fruit trees when new growth 

starts. 

o Nutrient levels usually drop over time because plants 

take up the nutrients and nutrients are leached from 

the potting mix. Additional time-release fertilizer can 

be applied, or liquid fertilizers can be used once a 

week at half strength or every two weeks at full 

strength. When using liquid fertilizers, salt 

accumulation can sometimes be a problem and is 

evident by a white crust on top of the potting mix. If 

salt accumulation is observed, the media should be 

leached to remove excess nutrients by slowly 

running water through the media for several minutes. 

• Water: You need to check for dryness frequently. 

Container grown plants, especially porous containers 

can dry out quicker than plants grown in the ground. We 

suggest using the “knuckle” test to see if the plants need 

water. Remember sun, temperature, wind and the 

number of plants in a container can all affect how 

quickly containers can dry out. 

• Grooming: You need to inspect regularly for pests and 

diseases. You want to pick you vegetables before they 

get too big. Harvesting your produce is the best part of 

growing your own vegies. 

Container Gardening 
Presented by: Master Gardeners of Buncombe County 
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*Chart is from Extention Gardener Handbook, Plants Grown in Containers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Planting 

The crown of 

the plant must 

not be buried 

below nor 

exposed above 

the top of the 

media. 

 

 

Vegetables for Containers* 
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Vegetables 
Six Space saving vegetables ideal for containers: 

 

1. Mascotte bush bean—This has a sturdy, upright form that needs no staking. It grows to a height of 18inches and is a 

heavy producer that sits on the top of the foliage for easier picking. 

2. Patio Baby eggplant—This dwarf eggplant produces egg-shaped 2 – 3 inches purple-black fruits that lack the 

bitterness of larger fruits. Grow in an 18 inch container. 

3. Bright Lights’ chard—This seed mix has yellow, ruby red, and white stalks-very colorful. It is also cold-hardy and 

tolerates light shade 

4. Tumbler tomato—The plant is bred for hanging baskets and containers. Each plant produces up to 6 pounds of bright-

red cherry tomatoes. 

5. Patio tomato—This hybrid tomato grows to 3 to 4 oz. The plants are strong and compact reaching a height on only 2 

feet. This tomato has yielded 50 or more tomatoes per plant over an 8-week harvest period.  

6. Astia zucchini—This French bush variety is bred specifically for containers. It grows only 2 – 3 feet tall and wide. It is 

an abundant producer with large silvery-green, indented leaves. 

 

Herbs 
They get along beautifully in a variety of combinations because most have compatible light and water needs.  
• Herbs don’t tolerate soggy roots, so you should plant them in containers that provide controlled drainage. They like a 

minimum of 5 hours of direct sunlight every day and need to stay well-watered. 

• Basil, parsley, dill, chives, cilantro, rosemary, sage, oregano and thyme provide great color and texture to a mixed 

container. 

Vegetable 

 

Minimum Size 

Container 

Spacing Minimum  

Container Depth 

 

Beans 2 gallon 2–3 inches 8–10 inches 

Beets 2 quart 2–3 inches 8 inches 

Bok choy 1 gallon 6 inches 20 inches 

Carrots 2 quart 2–3 inches 10 inches 

Collards 3 gallon 12 inches 12 inches 

Cucumbers 1 gallon 1 plant per container or 12–16 inches 8 inches 

Eggplant 5 gallon 1 plant per container 12–16 inches 

Green garlic 2 quart 4 inches 4–6 inches 

Kale 3 gallon 6 inches 8 inches 

Lettuce 2 quart 4–5 inches 6–8 inches 

Mustard greens 3 gallon 6 inches 4–6 inches 

Peas 2 gallon 2–3 inches 12 inches 

Peppers 2 gallon 1 plant per container or 14–18 inches 12–16 inches 

Potatoes 30 gallon 5–6 inches  

Radishes 2 quart 2–3 inches 4–6 inches 

Scallions 2 quart 2–3 inches 6 inches 

Spinach 1 gallon 2–3 inches 4–6 inches 

Squash 2 gallon 1 plant per container 12–24 inches 

Swiss chard 2 quart 4–5 inches 8 inches 

Tomatoes 5 gallon 1 plant per container 12–24 inches 

Minimum Container Size Needed for Vegetables* 

*Chart is from Extention Gardener Handbook, Plants Grown in Containers  
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Resources 

Basic Information & Vegetables 

• https://content.ces.ncsu.edu/extension-gardener-handbook/8-integrated-pest-management-ipm, Integrated Pest Management 

• https://forsyth.ces.ncsu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Growing-Herbs-Contents.pdf?fwd=no, Growing Herbs for the 

Home Gardener, NC State Extension Publications 

• https://content.ces.ncsu.edu/container-vegetable-gardening, Container Vegetable Gardening, NC State Extension Publications 

• https://content.ces.ncsu.edu/extension-gardener-handbook/18-plants-grown-in-containers - plantvarieties, 18. Plants Grown 

in Containers, Plant varieties. 

• https://www.almanac.com/discover-grow-bags-alternative-plant-container, Discover Grow Bags, The old Farmer’s Almanac 
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