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Class description: Why grow herbs and vegetables in containers?  Convenience, poor soil, small 

space, limited sun or water, soil-borne pests, personal physical challenges – container gardens are the 

answer!  Learn how to grow edibles in pots! 
 

Why grow culinary shrubs, herbs and vegetables in containers? 

 

Convenience:  

Your garden can be grown right outside your kitchen door.  
 

Sun:  

Sometimes the sun you need to grow most vegetables and herbs is on your patio, deck or at the edge of 

your driveway. 

 

Soil: 

Newly constructed homes often have compacted soil. You may have soil borne diseases.  Trees or 

other ornamental plants may be competing for your soil water and nutrients. You may have clay or 

sandy soil, and improving the soil would take a great deal of time and effort. Soil-borne problems such 
as diseases and nematodes may be causing failure in your vegetable plot. 

 

Water: 

It takes less water to keep a few pots watered than to disperse water into a larger area of soil. 

 
Enabling: 

Tending a container garden is less physically demanding that planting and tending an in-ground garden 

following the initial set up of large pots and bags of soil. 

 

How to begin? 
 

Site your containers so that they can receive 6 or more hours of sunlight each day. Almost all edibles 

will require this much sun. 8 hours per day of sun is required for most edibles. If you will need to move 

your containers around your property to catch the sun, consider plant caddies on casters. 

 
Containers for edibles should be as large as feasible. Bigger is better.  Small containers dry out 

quickly and restrict root growth. Every container needs good drainage.  Consider elevating the pots 

both to minimize staining of the area under the containers and to allow for better drainage. 

 

The depth of the containers is important for root growth. You will need only about 6 inches depth for 
lettuce, radishes, basil and chives..  You will require 7 to 9 inches depth of soil for beans, garlic, 

onions, peas, mint, thyme, carrots, chard, eggplant, fennel, leeks, peppers, spinach, parsley and 

rosemary. You will require about 12 inches of soil depth for tomatoes, beets, broccoli, potatoes, 

summer squash, dill and lemongrass. 
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The weight of containers can be minimized by choosing plastic or other light weight materials. Once 
the pot is filled with soil and water it can be very heavy.   

 

The appearance of the container is usually important to the gardener. Do your containers compliment 

the style of your home and do the containers compliment each other? If appearance is not a concern, 

you can use grow bags to grow some vegetables.  
 

Soil for your containers to grow edible plants should be primarily purchased Container Mix (peat moss, 

bark, and perlite) or Potting Soil, a soil-less blend that will retain moisture and resist compaction.  

Consider adding granular organic fertilizer (if the fertilizer is not already included in the container mix) 

and a shovelful of compost. Do not use soil from your garden or bagged topsoil. 
 

Water is a primary concern for a container garden in our Central Valley. In some locales it may be 

possible to grow plants in pots with reliance on hand watering, but that approach is not feasible here.  

In summer your pots might need to be hand watered multiple times each day. 

 
Self-watering pots are a possibility, however you will need to monitor the water reservoir carefully. 

 

Drip irrigation attached to a timer is your most efficient choice.  You can direct the water to the roots of 

the plants and control the amount of water applied and for what period of time. 
 

If you currently have a in-ground overhead irrigation system in place for watering your lawn and 

ornamental plants, you will need to either have a separate watering system for your container garden or 

you will need to dedicate a separate zone on your controller to water your container garden.   

 
A drip watering system will require that small amounts of water be applied to your plants, usually more 

than once per day, for much longer periods of time than anything planted in the ground and watered 

overhead will require.  

 

The container garden at Garden of the Sun is not connected to the irrigation system in place for the rest 
of the garden. The container garden receives water for the drip irrigation system directly from a faucet 

that is “on” at all times with the flow times controlled by a timer fitted to the faucet.  This is a system 

that I use in my own yard. 

 

Double Potting:  To help prevent root burn from an overheated container in the summer, or root burn 
from cold temperatures in the winter, place a slightly smaller pot inside of a your container.  Fill the 

space between the inside walls of your outer container and the inner container with soil for insulation. 

Then plant inside the smaller container.  The double potting,  with insulation between the pots, will 

moderate the temperature of the soil containing the plant roots. Double potting is particularly helpful in 

summer if the outside container is made of metal or black plastic which heat up quickly and stay hot. 
 

As with all plant containers, make certain that the containers drain well. Do not allow your containers 

to sit in a saucer filled with water. 

 

Fertilization is essential. You will not succeed in container gardening without adding fertilizer.  Your 
plants need to get all of their nutrients from a small amount of soil area, and any nutrients in that soil 
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area will be depleted quickly.  The plants in containers are usually densely planted and all that foliage 

will require nutrients, and also every time you water some nutrients will get washed away. 
You may choose to add organic granular fertilizer at planting time or choose a container mix that 

contains fertilizer.  You will need to replenish the nutrients in the soil throughout the growing seasons.  

Follow the directions on the package of fertilizer, but your goal should be frequent light fertilization. 

Use a commercial citrus fertilize for citrus plants. 

 
What should you plant? 

 

You should plant what you and your family like to eat.  You will have limited space, so make a list of 

your favorite vegetables and herbs and research these. Will your choices grow well in pots, and in the 

containers you have?   
 

To have a year-round attractive and useful container garden, you may want to grow some culinary 

shrubs (like a dwarf lemon tree ) for continuous long-lasting green color, some vegetables to give you a 

continuous harvest like lettuce, tomatoes, eggplants, peppers, some fast-growing vegetables like 

radishes and beets, and some herbs to enhance your cooking. 
 

Herbs are a good place to start. Some suggestions: 

  

Basil – Ocimum basilicum 'Pesto Perpetuo', non-blooming. 'Wild Magic' grows to only 16 inches and 
produces beautiful violet flower attracting pollinators. Lemon basil has a wonderful lemon flavor. 

 

Rosemary officinalis 'Spice Island' has broader leaves and is spicy. Perennial.  

 

Sage - Salvia officinalis 'Variegated Berggarten' is an attractive plant with large gray leaves. Perennial.  
 

Thyme – Thymus vulgaris 'English Wedgwood' is delicious with greenish yellow leaves and pink 

flowers. Perennial.  

 

Lavender – Lavandula angustifolia 'Hidcote' is a classic lavender for cooking, fresh or dried. Semi-
dwarf with dark violet flowers. Short lived perennial.  

 

Oregano – Organum vulgare, Italian oregano. Perennial.  

 

Cilantro – A cool season annual, grow in spring and fall. Pinch back to prevent bolting. 
 

Parsley - Biennial herb, but for the best taste, grow a new plant each season. Cool season herb. 

 

Winter Savory – Satureja thumbra (Zatar) is a pink flowered, spicy evergreen. May need some 

protection for sun in our summers. Perennial. 
 

Mint – Mentha spicata 'Mojito' is excellent for teas and in entrees. 'Thai' is perfect for Asian dishes. 

Perennial.  

 

Salad burnet – Sanguisorba minor.  Evergreen herb thrives in mild winter climates. Perennial.  
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Culinary Shrubs 

 

When plant shopping, look for compact and dwarf varieties. Dwarf citrus trees are especially suited for 

container growing as they can be kept at manageable sizes.  Although any citrus tree can grow in a 
container, full sized grapefruit or orange trees may be difficult to keep except in a very large container. 

When making an investment in a tree, consider purchasing a variety from a local plant nursery. 

 

Look for dwarf varieties of citrus, such as 'Improved Meyer' lemon, 'Bearss' lime, Southeast Asian 

Makrut lime, kumquats, 'Trovita' orange, 'Calamondin' orange, and 'Buddha's Hand' orange.  
 

Pomegranate  - Dwarf varieties such as "State Fair" grow to be about 5 feet tall and "Nana" is only 2 to 

3 feet tall when fully mature. Other varieties can be kept small with pruning. 

 

Bay laurel makes a beautiful evergreen small tree when kept in a pot and pruned. 
 

Notes: Remove any suckers immediately. If thorns appear, these may be removed. Use citrus fertilizer 

according to the directions on the box. If freezing is a concern, use a container on wheels and relocate 

the tree close to the house in a protected area or cover with a frost blanket used according to directions. 
 

Vegetable Garden  

 

In our Fresno area climate you can have a warm season garden (70 to 95 degrees preferred) and a cool 

season garden (60 to 80 degrees preferred!)   
 

Cool season: 

Lettuce and baby greens such as spinach. Use scissors to snip off only the largest leaves and you can 

keep your harvest going for weeks. Use soft head or leaf types of lettuce.  Crowded plants will become 

strong flavored. Plant November to March. 
 

Beets:  Thin greens to 3 inches.  Must have a consistent supply of water and nutrients. Plant February 

to April, or August. 

 

Broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, kale, collards: Heavy feeder, and soil must remain moist.  Cover the pot 
with floating row cover to exclude white cabbage butterfly. Plant December to February. 

 

Carrots: Use short varieties such as 'Short and Sweet' and 'Scarlet Nantes.' If soil dries, roots will crack. 

Thin early to 2 – 3 inches apart. Foliage is attractive. Plant August to September, or February to April. 

 
Chard: Space to 6 inches. Harvest outer leaves and allow plants to continue to grow. Colored varieties 

are attractive. Consistent water and nutrients. Plant February or August. 

 

Onions: Require consistent water.  Thin early. Plant November to March. 

 
Peas: Only 'Tom Thumb' variety may do well in containers. May be grown in hanging baskets. 
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Requires good air circulation. Plant September to January, or January to February. 

 
Radish: Consistent water and nutrients required. Plant September to April. 

 

Warm season: 

Tomatoes:  Check the plant tag and purchase “Determinate” varieties.  Small tomatoes with fruit less 

than 2 inches across are best for containers.  You will need to cage the tomatoes to provide support. 
Plant April to May. 

 

Eggplant:  One plant per container. Needs frequent fertilization. Plant April to May. 

 

Summer squash (zucchini): Chose compact variety.  May need to hand pollinate; one plant has both 
male and female blossoms. Keep picked for greater production. Plant April through July. 

 

Peppers: One plant per container.  Attractive plant. Plant in May. 

Cucumbers: Grow bush types in hanging baskets or use trellis. Needs good air circulation to avoid 

powdery mildew. Plant April to July. 

Beans: High water requirement during blossoming. Cannot tolerate dry soil or wind. Can plant April to 

May or July to August. 

(Note: Recommended planting dates for the Interior Valleys of California are listed in The California 

Master Gardener Handbook, publication of the University of California, fifth printing, 2009. ISBN 

1-879906-54-6) 

many other edibles in our garden.  You may find a new variety you like or a new planting idea! 


