
 
 
 

Helpline Hot Topic for March 2019 
Going Vertical in the Garden 

By Cynthia Zimmerman 
 

Everybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to play in and pray in, where nature may heal 
and cheer and give strength to the body and soul.   John Muir 
 
Around 600 BC, it is believed that King Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon constructed a spectacular 
garden considered to be one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.  It was built to please 
his wife who missed the beautiful green mountains of her homeland, Persia.  Today it is 
referred to as the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. The gardens were thought to be about 75 feet 
high and it’s estimated it would have taken 8,200 gallons of water each day to keep the plants 
watered by an elaborate irrigation system. In this hanging garden, the plants did not actually 
hang but instead grew from many different levels of terraces (similar to balconies). The plants 
weren't rooted in the earth like a traditional garden but in the mud bricks of this engineering 
marvel which took over 40 years to construct. 
 
Today homes are being built closer together with less area to have the expansive beautiful 
gardens we see in Country Living, Sunset, Fine Gardening and other wonderful gardening 
magazines.  Gardening homeowners must be as creative as King Nebuchadnezzar only on a 
much smaller scale.  Following his example, going up (vertical) can often be the answer in order 
to have herbs, vegetables, flowers, and greenery in small spaces. 
 
Vertical gardens come in all shapes and sizes. Climbing plants like squash and beans have been 
grown vertically for centuries on trellises and various garden constructs.  Vertical gardening 
takes it a little further by using wall space and vertically stacked or hung planters for growing 
plants that can’t climb on their own.   
 
As with every gardening project, there are a few things to remember if going vertical. 

• Most publications suggest using a sunny wall but in the Central Valley of California a 
sunny wall may turn your plants from green and productive to stunted non-productive 
crispy waste.  Find a place that is protected from intense afternoon sun. 

• Harvesting and maintenance can be easier than in a horizontal garden as long as you 
don’t go up too high.  Don’t make your garden higher than you can reach. 

• Wherever constructed make sure the structure is strong enough to handle the weight of 
soil, plants, and moisture 

• Water can be very destructive.  The supporting structure, whether wall, fence, trellis, 
etc. must be able to handle the moisture without deteriorating. 



• Consider how you will be getting water to your garden.  Drip irrigation systems can be 
simple or complicated so look into it before planting even though you won’t need the 
8,200 gallons a day of Nebuchadnezzar. 

• Be careful with the water.  It can run off quickly and not have a chance to soak in so a 
little at a time is the best approach.  You don’t want a wet mess below your structure 
either. 

• Use the right kind of ‘dirt’.  Not all growing soils are created equal so be sure to use the 
type designated for your plant choices.  And don’t forget drainage or plants may mold 
and rot.  A little gravel at the bottom before adding the soil can help with this problem 

• If this is your first foray into gardening, start small with a picture frame garden rather 
than an entire wall. 

• Plant small.  Look for plants with shallow roots and steer clear of any plants that may 
grow very large and heavy unless you have a substantial structure that can handle the 
weight. 

• Don’t forget that this garden requires work after planting, just like any other garden; 
watching for pests, mold, viruses as well as fertilization and harvesting. 

 
Be creative in designing your vertical garden letting it reflect your style.  The internet can give 
you numerous ideas:  vertical clay pots, stand-alone wall, upcycled dresser, hanging planters, 
stacked crates, shoe organizer, leaning bookshelf, ladder, rain gutters; use your imagination.  To 
get you started, you can check out the following websites. 
 
Vertical Gardening Trial 
http://smsf-mastergardeners.ucanr.edu/Elkus/Vertical_gardening/ 
Vertical Vegetable Gardening 
http://cetrinity.ucanr.edu/files/194911.pdf 
Creating a Vertical Garden 
http://sonomamg.ucanr.edu/files/117012.pdf 
26 Creative Ways to Plant a Vertical Garden 
https://www.countryliving.com/gardening/garden-ideas/how-to/g1274/how-to-plant-a-
vertical-garden/?slide=2 
Vertical Gardening Techniques for Maximum Returns 
https://www.motherearthnews.com/organic-gardening/gardening-techniques/vertical-
gardening-zmaz10djzraw 
20 Vertical Gardening Ideas for Turning a Small Space into a Big Harvest 
https://waldenlabs.com/20-vertical-gardening-ideas/ 
How to Start a Vertical Garden 
https://www.popularmechanics.com/home/how-to-plans/how-to/g847/how-to-start-a-
vertical-garden/ 
Growing a Vertical Vegetable Garden 
https://www.gardeningknowhow.com/edible/vegetables/vgen/growing-a-vertical-vegetable-
garden.htm 
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