
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Outdoor Container Gardening (August 17, 2024) 
by Tulare/Kings Counties Master Gardener 
 
What's a gardener to do when it's too hot to get outside and work in the yard? When summer 
reaches its brutal heat, our garden plants struggle to stay alive, and any efforts to plant or trim 
will only result in more stress. And yet, that itch remains to dig in the dirt and tend to our 
plants. Happily, there's still one outlet remaining for gardeners:  container plants!   
 
There's no doubt about it, a container plant grown outside requires more attention than that 
same plant growing in the ground. If so, then why do people love growing plants in 
containers? Because of what you can do with them.  
 
You can move them around to decorate a front door, patio, or garden. You can put pots of annuals in a faded perennial garden to 
spruce it up. You can add height to a flat landscape. You can have fruits, vegetables, and herbs year-round. You can have a beautiful 
garden even if you live in an apartment --- and take it with you if you move.  
 
When you place a living, breathing plant into a container, you create a "dependent child."  No, you don't have to walk it like a dog or 
send it to college, but you do need to provide five basic elements for a healthy, long life. Here are some tips for success:  
 
Soil:  The growing medium should be light and fluffy, absorb water, and drain well. Don't use garden soil. It's too heavy and may 
contain disease organisms. Heavy soil compacts in containers and slows water and oxygen from reaching the root zone. Perlite, 
vermiculite, and peat moss are used in mixes to add porosity for faster drainage and more oxygen around plant roots. If you invest in 
expensive plants, buy the best potting soil available. Also, don't add crushed rock to the bottom of the pot. That actually makes 
drainage worse, not better.   

 
 Containers:  The container should fit the plant and allow room for at least a year of growth. We 
tend to have more success with unglazed clay pots; the bigger, the better. Pots smaller than six inches 
will struggle because of our summer heat. If containers will receive full sun, make sure they are at 
least 16-20 inches in diameter. Smaller sizes, like 12-16 inches, can work if afternoons are partially 
shaded. Try using unusual containers, like a rusty metal wheelbarrow overflowing with rosemary, 
thyme, and ivy. Or an old birdbath or even a fountain. Just be sure to drill some drainage holes before 
planting. 
 
Roots frequently accumulate next to container walls. To help keep them cool in the summer, try 

double potting. Place your planted container inside a larger, empty pot, with potting soil between the two as an insulator. If you use 
decorative ceramic containers, be sure they have drainage holes; otherwise, use them as a decorative cover to hide a well-draining but 
unattractive container.  
 
Water:  Water is life! Plant roots function like a water pump, taking minerals and nutrients to every part of the plant. Two important 
things to remember about watering plants in containers: don't let the potting soil completely dry out between waterings, and never 
allow plants to stand in water. Roots die in both situations.   
 
Add water to container plants until water flows out the bottom. If saucers are used, be sure to empty them. Not only are they favored 
mosquito breeding sites, but you can drown your plants. When the soil stays soggy, the oxygen is driven out of the soil pores, the roots 
suffocate and rot, and the plant dies. 
 
Of course, different plants have different needs. It is usually better to water thoroughly, but let the plant dry a little before watering 
again. An inexpensive moisture meter can tell you when to water. If the potting soil does dry out completely, immerse the pot in water 
until bubbling stops and the soil is thoroughly wet. Most container plants in full sun will need daily watering during the summer 
months.  
 
Light:  Plants have different light requirements. Read about your plant or ask someone who grows it successfully. If it is not thriving 
where it is, then try it in a different spot.  
 



If a plant requires full sun, that equates to six hours of morning sun and partial shade in the afternoon when grown in a container in the 
San Joaquin Valley. Plants that thrive in full sun all day in coastal regions need protection from our blistering afternoon heat. Full 
shade in our area means just that. Our summer sun will fry shade-loving plants in minutes!  
 
Food:  Plants, no matter where they are grown, need fertilizers containing three major plant nutrient elements: nitrogen, phosphorus, 
and potassium. These nutrients are available in many different combinations and under a multitude of brand names. Choose one 
suitable for container plants to supply trace amounts of the other essential nutrients that ground-grown plants can usually extract from 
the soil. Use according to the instructions on the package label, or dilute even more.  
 
Do not over-fertilize, or you could kill your plants! Fertilizer dissolved in water becomes a soluble salt. When water evaporates, the 
salts stay behind. This can damage roots directly, which weakens the plant and makes it susceptible to attack from insects and 
diseases. Maintain a healthy balance of water and fertilizer to avoid salt stress.   
 
And that's all there is to having a lovely container patio garden. Now that you know the basics, use your imagination. Choose 
containers and plants to match your landscape and personality. Add some whimsy and charm to your neighborhood with your 
container gardening! 
 
The Tulare-Kings Counties Master Gardeners will answer your questions in person: 
Visalia Farmer's Market, 1st & 3rd Saturdays, 8 - 11 am, Tulare Co. Courthouse 
Questions? Call the Master Gardeners: 
Tulare County: (559) 684-3325, Tues & Thurs, 9:30-11:30;  
Kings County: (559) 852-2736, Thursday Only, 9:30-11:30 a.m 
Visit our website for past articles, sign up for our e-newsletter, or email us with your questions: 
http://ucanr.edu/sites/UC_Master_Gardeners/ 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/mgtularekings14/ ; Instagram at: @mgtularekings 
 
 


