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Gardening on 
a Smaller Scale



Spring is here, and planting
season is beginning.

Vegetable gardens used
to be for people who had the
space in their yards and the
time to tend them, but with
container gardening growing in
popularity, even busy apart-
ment-dwellers can enjoy fresh
fruits and vegetables this sum-
mer.

“Anything can be grown in a
container if you give them
enough space,” said Vern
Weigum, owner of Weigum’s
Lodi Nursery.

What to plant

His nursery is beginning to get
in tomatoes, peppers, eggplant,
cucumbers and other spring
and summer vegetables — all
good candidates for containers,
Weigum said. If the weather
continues as it has been, now is
a good time to start planting, he
said.

Just about anything can be
turned into a container for gar-
dening, said Art Duivenvoorde,
who owns and manages
Hollandutch Nursery on Davis Road with his mother.

“Some people come out and buy the big troughs
that horses drink out of, and they make small gar-
dens out of that,” he said.

However, when planting in containers, it’s impor-
tant to make sure there is enough room toward the
bottom of the container for a strong root system.
Sharply tapered containers don’t make a good
choice for many plants, he said.

Like Weigum, Duivenvoorde suggested planting
peppers and eggplant — Italian white wax peppers
and Japanese eggplant do well in containers, he said.
He also suggested blueberries.

“I’ve got one that’ll put out about 10 pounds a year,
it’s called a Bountiful Blue,” he said.

Preparing the soil

Both Weigum and Duivenvoorde say choosing the
right soil is key. Both of their nurseries sell custom
soil mixtures for all kinds of plantings.

“Plants can’t get nutrients without you,”
Duivenvoorde said. Commercial soil mixes aren’t
generally as useful as the more customized mixes
you can get at local nurseries, he said.

In a pamphlet about growing vegetables in con-
tainers, the San Joaquin UC Master Gardeners advise
against using garden soil, which can contain diseases
and fungi.
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Containers let gardeners make
better use of balconies, patios
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Far left: Herbs
are planted in
a strawberry
pot at
Hollandutch
Nursery.
Strawberries
are in the top
portion of the
pot, with
thyme and
Italian parsley
in the lower
pockets.
Left: Art
Duivenvoorde,
owner of
Hollandutch
Nursery,
demonstrates
how to plant a
“Bountiful
Blue” blue-
berry bush in
a container at
the nursery.

ONLINE: 
The San
Joaquin UC
Master
Gardeners
have created a
pamphlet on
container gar-
dening. To find
out more, visit
sjmastergar
deners.ucanr.
edu/Home_
Vegetable_
Gardening/
and click on
“Growing veg-
etables in con-
tainers.”



Fertilizer is also impor-
tant when growing veg-
etables, Weigum said.
Choosing the right fertil-
izer can ensure a strong,
productive plant. The
wrong fertilizer might
make your plant grow,
but you won’t get as
much produce from it.

All fertilizers have three
numbers, Weigum said.
The first number is the
percentage of nitrogen,
the second is the per-
centage of phosphorus,
and the third is the per-
centage of potash.

For most vegetables, a
5-10-10 fertilizer — 5 per-
cent nitrogen, 10 percent
phosphorus and 10 per-
cent potash — will help
the roots grow strong
and encourage the plant
to grow more edible pro-
duce, Weigum said.

“Sometimes you don’t even need the nitrogen, but
you need those last two numbers for the root system
and fruit formation,” he said.

He also advised avoiding 21-0-0 fertilizer. . The
nitrogen will make the plant grow leafy and large, but
this type of fertilizer doesn’t provide the phosphorus
and potash needed for strong roots, so it will produce
less in the end, he said.

Balancing watering

One key to growing strong, healthy plants in con-
tainers is not overwatering, Duivenvoorde said. A lot
of people give their plants too much water; this can
drown the roots and even lead to plant health issues
like root rot. Overwatering can also lead to less fruit
and vegetable production.

Ensuring proper drainage is vital, he said. For exam-
ple, a lot of people in the Lodi area choose to plant in
old wine barrels. These actually make good contain-
ers, but holes need to be drilled in the bottom to
ensure drainage, especially since the wooden con-
tainers hold water better than plastic or terracotta,
he said.

Another factor in how quickly soil — and plants —
dry out is whether they’re placed close to a wall,
Duivenvoorde said. Walls can reflect heat and dry out
soil much more quickly, especially in full sun, which is
the kind of lighting most vegetables grow best in.

Containers generally absorb and hold heat better

than the ground does, which can help plants grow
earlier and more quickly, Weigum said, but it can also
make them more vulnerable to frost and drying out.

“Since roots are above ground, they’re more sensi-
tive to temperature extremes,” the San Joaquin UC
Master Gardeners explain in their container garden-
ing pamphlet. “Thick wood insulates best, dark col-
ored containers will absorb more heat, and light col-
ored containers reflect heat.”

The best way to monitor whether your vegetables
are getting too much — or not enough — water is to
invest in a moisture meter, Duivenvoorde said. They
generally cost about $10 or less, and you can get
them at most nurseries or big-box garden stores.

“Especially when you’re container gardening, it’s a
really good idea. No guessing,” he said.
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Above left: Weigum’s Lodi Nursery sells Hungarian yellow wax peppers. Above right: A small graft-
ed tree with “Necta Zee,” a miniature nectarine, and “Honey Babe,” a miniature peach, is seen at
Hollandutch Nursery. Below: Vern Weigum demonstrates how to properly plant tomatoes.



Pest control

Compared to plants in the ground, fruits and veg-
etables growing in containers often have far fewer
problems with pests — especially if your container
garden is on a patio or balcony.

But that doesn’t mean container gardens can’t
pick up the occasional aphid or mite problem.

Still, pest control for container gardens doesn’t
need to be a “hack and burn” kind of operation.

Weigum suggested checking with local nurseries
for more eco-friendly options. His own nursery offers
several biodegradable and organic options. They
also sell ladybugs each spring. The colorful beetles
eat aphids, one of the most common pests on con-
tainer plants along with flowering shrubs like roses.

Often for containers, not even that much is need-
ed, Weigum said.

“I never spray my nursery, I just hose (the plants)
down,” he said. Spraying down a plant with a hose
over the course of a few days will often get rid of
most pests.

If you spot pests on your plants — often evident by
chewed or deformed leaves or a sticky substance on
your plant — contact your local nursery for advice on
pest control. You can also visit the San Joaquin UC
Master Gardeners’ Pest Control site at sjmaster 
gardeners.ucanr.edu/Pest_of_the_Home_Garden/

to find out more about common garden pests and
how to get rid of them.

And then enjoy home-grown produce all summer
long. ✦

Get Creative in the Garden
Want to move beyond tomatoes, eggplant and pep-

pers? Here are a few more unique ideas for small-
space plants.

• Fruit tree grafting has been a science for years, but
now it’s becoming an art. At Hollandutch Nursery, cus-
tomers can find small grafted fruit trees that produce
peaches and nectarines that can be planted in contain-
ers. Other grafted trees at the nursery are too large for
containers, but if you have space in a yard, you can find
trees that grow multiple kinds of apples or stone fruit.

• Leafy vegetables tend to do well in container gar-
dens. Consider growing your own kale or Swiss chard.
They’re versatile and will go well with most of the
other vegetables you can easily grow in containers.

• Several herbs also tend to do well in containers.
Basil, thyme, cilantro and tarragon will help add flavor
to your meals. You can even grow chamomile and mint
to make your own herbal tea blends. Several different
herbs can be planted in strawberry pots to create a
decorative look while saving space.

— Sources: Art Duivenvoorde, San Joaquin UC
Master Gardeners, Better Homes and Gardens
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