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Fern Richardson’s bountiful balcony.


Foreword

By DEBRA LEE BALDWIN

THE APARTMENT FERN RICHARDSON shares with her husband has minimal outdoor space. Yet the busy career woman, avid gardener, and self-taught horticulturist cultivates whatever she likes and does it with style.

Fern’s enthusiasm for container gardening and her success with growing plants that provide food, beauty, and bouquets have led her to share her small-space savvy with apartment and condo dwellers worldwide. No wonder her blog, Life on the Balcony, is so popular. Fern is fearless. I don’t doubt that if she wanted to grow a wildflower meadow on a rooftop, she’d find a way. Fern—yes, that’s really her name—grows jewel-like succulents, fragrant herbs, potted fruit trees, vegetables that change kaleidoscopically with the seasons, and flowering vines that serve as privacy screens.

If you don’t like your outdoor living area and you wish you did—if you’re uncertain where to start, what to plant, or how to keep it alive—you’re about to embark on an exciting journey. What sets this book apart from others about container gardening is that its author is a space-saving maven. Fern sees walls, rafters, railings, and everything in-between as fair game. And she does it economically. If you’re short on cash (or even if you’re not), look forward to discovering how to start plants from seeds; take cuttings; and transform found objects, like wood pallets, into attractive vertical planters.

In order to have variety without clutter—after all, balconies are mainly for people—Fern extensively researches her plant selections. Just about everything she chooses does double- or triple-duty. Her fig tree, for example, is a dwarf variety ideally suited to container culture, has large leaves that stand out amid finer-textured foliage, and provides delicious fruit. Fern is also a naturalist who knows how to attract and nurture beneficial insects, like ladybugs and butterflies, while at the same time preventing infestations of ants, aphids, and mealy bugs—all without resorting to toxic chemicals. As she shoehorns an entire garden into a space no bigger than the average bathroom, Fern makes sure everything looks good. She explains how to primp your plants, and how to hide mundane yet essential items such as fertilizer, pruners, and bags of potting soil.

So if your entryway, patio, deck, balcony, or rooftop is a stark expanse populated only by beach chairs and a hibachi, take the plunge. Claim that space for your own private Eden. I’m betting that your yard-owning friends soon will envy you. Weed-pulling and lawn care—which consume the Saturdays of many a suburban homeowner—will not concern you. Yet you’ll post photos of geometric succulents, hanging baskets, and drowsy butterflies; fill vases with bright blooms; and serve salads of home-grown lettuce and vine-ripened tomatoes.

Keep in mind that Fern may not have a yard, but she certainly has a garden. And thanks to this book, so will you.

DEBRA LEE BALDWIN is the author of Succulent Container Gardens and Designing with Succulents.
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Preface

CONTAINER GARDENING ON BALCONIES, patios, porches, terraces, decks, rooftops, or even windowsills is a fun way for those of us without a “real” garden to still get our hands dirty. I find that gardening on my balcony satisfies my need to grow—herbs, peaches, nectarines, figs, blueberries, flowers, and succulents—while still leaving plenty of time and energy for other parts of my life. The space I’ve created, and the process of caring for it, is also my retreat. When my husband insists on practicing the same song on his guitar, over and over and over, I can easily escape to the relative peace and quiet of my balcony garden. Even though container gardens are inherently less wild than a traditional garden—they are, after all, contained—I love that it’s still possible to be surrounded with lushness, beauty, nature, privacy, and style.

Connected so intimately to our indoor living areas, balconies, patios, and porches also serve as transitional spaces between inside and out that naturally invite personal touches and creativity. Many people love plants and keep adding to their collection, but feel frustrated that their balcony or patio doesn’t reflect their unique style. That’s where having a design strategy comes into play. In the first part of the book you’ll learn how to make harmonious plant combinations and compositions, pick containers that are equally pleasing to plant and person, and utilize your space—on the floor, up the wall, over the railing—to its fullest potential. You’ll get ideas on redefining what makes a container a container, incorporating decorative touches, and, above all, unleashing your personality.
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I always grow burro’s tail (Sedum morganianum) because it was one of the plants my grandma gave me as a cutting from her garden.

Throughout the book you’ll also find plenty of practical information that shows you how to deal with unique challenges, like the microclimate of a windy balcony or a patio that gets the brunt of every rain storm. The final two chapters give you a basic crash course in cultivating your container gardening green thumb, as well as troubleshooting some common pests and diseases.

The five design chapters include multitudes of plant picks and tips to help you attract birds and beneficial insects to your garden, simultaneously satiate your hunger and your discerning eye, create a secret garden hidden away from nearby neighbors and noises, assemble a pathway of stunning succulents and fragrant plants, or luxuriate in a tropically themed refuge. I’ve included simplified design plans which you can use as inspirational blueprints or as jumping off points to mix and match plants from one chapter to another. No matter how you decide to use this book, I hope it motivates you to head outside and create your own oasis. You won’t regret it!
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Small spaces require less work to keep them looking good. This low-maintenance patio garden was designed by Felix Navarro, owner of The Juicy Leaf in Venice, California.


1
SMALL AND SASSY
Choosing Colors, Containers, Furniture, and Lighting
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The repetition of warm colors in the rug, cushions, and umbrella help this patio garden feel cozy and inviting.

PLANTS ARE WONDERFUL for creating lushness, providing privacy, and adding beauty to a small space, but it’s the details—the containers that hold the flowers, the rug beneath your feet, the lantern on the table—that transform a space with plants into a true garden retreat. After all, it’s much easier to enjoy the beauty of your plants when you’re perched on a charming café chair and marveling at how everything looks in the twinkling light of candles.

Before you get going, it helps to familiarize yourself with the size of your space. Draw a rough sketch on grid paper and make a note of your measurements on the drawing. Photocopy or scan it into your computer so you can draw multiple layouts of pots, seating, tables, and more. You should also take a little time to think about your lifestyle and how you envision using your space: Do you want to grow your own food? Do you entertain a lot? Would you like to lie out on a chaise lounge and read a book? Let your desires guide your choices. Start browsing magazines, books, and garden websites to figure out the kinds of pots and plants that fit your style. Add notes and clippings to your balcony sketch.

No matter the layout of your space or the style that you’re seeking, you can find ways to make it feel bigger, and of course, better.

Plant Color Schemes

Flowers and foliage can be found in every conceivable color, and the combination possibilities will push even active imaginations to their limit. In a small space, such as the typical balcony, formulating a color plan can help the garden look intentional and purposefully put together. A valuable tip for people who feel a bit paralyzed when it comes to making color choices is to go back to basics—a color wheel.

Simple monochromatic color schemes involve picking one color that you like and then limiting your plant choices to that color of flowers or foliage. Monochromatic doesn’t have to be the exact same shade of any given color; it could mean shades of pink, from the lightest baby pink to the deepest magenta and everything in between. A good idea for all gardens, but especially monochromatic ones, is to choose plants that flower at different times throughout the season so there will always be something interesting to observe that establishes your theme. I find that monochromatic gardens often feel restful, peaceful, modern, or sophisticated.
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Use a color wheel to visualize enticing plant combinations

The analogous color approach entails choosing two (or three) colors that are next to each other on the color wheel, like yellow and orange. I love this subtly sophisticated way of injecting color into a planting scheme. Selecting complementary colors, which are directly opposite each other on the color wheel, brings out the best in each color, making them both pop. For example, blue and orange both look brighter and peppier when paired with one another.

Additional schemes could be based on primary, secondary, or tertiary colors. In case it has been awhile since your last art class, primary colors—red, blue, yellow—are the basis of all other colors. Secondary colors—purple, orange, green—result from mixing two primary colors together. And tertiary colors are the combination of primary and secondary colors. These three color combinations tend to be the most intense and will appear bold or playful. Tone down the intensity level by mixing in white or cream plants. Or use muted, pastel versions of each color like lavender, apricot, and soft green instead of vibrant purple, bright orange, and lime green.
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MONOCHROMATIC

Nothing is classier than a row of white roses in large Italian-style terracotta pots—bonus points if you underplant the roses with a white-and-green foliage plant, like variegated ivy.

Imagine the drama of black bachelor’s buttons, black calla lilies, and black sweet potato vine.

Go for year-round purple: hyacinths for early spring, irises for late spring and early summer, statice for late summer into fall, and purple pansies to keep the color alive in winter.
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ANALOGOUS

Try a red cascade of petunias intermixed with orange calibrachoa; or red impatiens with a purple sweet potato vine.

Purple snapdragons skirted by blue lobelia could be interesting; or blue angelonia as a nice contrast with the spiky green foliage of sweet flag.

Lime green sweet potato foliage looks awesome with the lemony flowers of nemesia; or complement warm yellow African daisies with coppery carex.
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COMPLEMENTARY

A purple variety of coral bells sets off yellow-flowered marguerite daisies nicely.

Orange zinnias make quite the pair with blue pimpernels.

Green and red varieties of coleus create a season-long display of pretty foliage.
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PRIMARY, SECONDARY, AND BEYOND!

Primary: if you love playing with Crayola colors, try red celosia, yellow marigolds, and blue lobelia.

Secondary: purple and orange pansies with green creeping Jenny spilling over the side of the pot looks fabulous at Halloween time.

Tertiary: amber-colored coreopsis, false indigo, and the violet-red tassels of love-lies-bleeding would make a stunning combination for a large pot.

Picking the Right Pots

Besides the plants, the other main ingredients in any container combination are potting soil and pot. While potting soil doesn’t have much influence on design, don’t underestimate the pizzazz that the pot can bring to the combination. The pot will also be responsible for holding the only soil and water your plants have access to, so it’s equally important to choose one that is the appropriate size, shape, and material.
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Blue pots contrast nicely with orange calendula.
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Black and white containers feel uptown and modern.
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When it comes to containers, the possibilities and permutations are endless.

SIZE

If you’re choosing a container for a plant that is still a seedling, you can use its original nursery pot as a guide. You want to select a container that is at least 4 inches wider and taller than the nursery pot, so that your plant has room to expand. But don’t select a pot that is gigantic in comparison, as too much extra soil in the pot can cause it to become waterlogged and may lead to rotting roots. It’s better to repot a plant in progressively larger pots as it grows.

Plants with vigorous root systems, such as trees and a few vegetables (tomatoes and broccoli come to mind), need pots that are at least 18 inches tall. The height of the pot is often more important for the aforementioned plants than the width of the pot, although an absurdly tall, narrow pot could be a problem too. If you’re unsure of whether a plant needs extra room, go visit an independent garden center and talk to one of their knowledgeable employees. Many garden center employees have degrees in horticulture and loads of hands-on gardening experience—a great resource to keep in your back pocket (or at least on your speed dial).
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The varying sizes of the metal containers add interest while still feeling unified
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This ponytail palm (Beaucarnea recurvata) is a perfect match for the round pot.

SHAPE

Squint your eyes when you’re looking at a plant so that you can only see its most basic form. Is it a tall, skinny plant? A short, squat plant? A good general principle is to pair pots and plants that have a similar visual weight and shape: medium-sized plants with medium-sized pots, plants with a wide horizontal spread in wider pots, and so on. A small, rounded plant, for example, will probably look good in an equally squat pot (try saying that ten times fast!) but it would look silly in tall, narrow pot—like a scoop of ice cream on a cone. Contrasting pot and plant forms sometimes works too: that same squat pot might help a plant with a vertical habit look grounded. Just be careful that the pot is not radically out of proportion to its plant since this will often look unstable and may negatively affect the plant’s health.

MATERIALS

The material of your container has a lot to do with personal aesthetic but it is also a major consideration in terms of helping plants thrive. Each material has its pros and cons, depending on the growing situation and plants.

FIBERGLASS AND RESIN offer the molded or carved look of ancient pottery without the inconvenience of lugging a heavy pot. These materials can also be more reasonably priced than their stone or clay counterparts.

METAL and modern are synonymous in the design world. You won’t have to worry about containers cracking in the winter, but beware in the summer—metal pots can get very hot in full sun. Be sure to water your plants sufficiently or the roots will cook.

PLASTIC is the obvious choice for gardeners on a serious budget. It is also good if you live on the top floor of a building with no elevator, or have a weight restriction on your balcony. If you don’t like the plastic look, consider painting the pot with a faux finish or stencil. However, if your balcony is very windy, small plastic pots may be easily blown over.

UNGLAZED TERRACOTTA is good for people who tend to overwater, as the clay wicks the excess water out of the soil quickly. It’s also a smart choice for areas with extremely hot summers, as it can help shield roots from the heat. The downsides of terracotta are that it dries out quickly, can crack if left outside during winter, and tends to flake and crumble over time.

WOOD lends a specific feel to a garden, be it minimalist, natural, or rustic. Hardwoods are sturdy and will last, just don’t let the container sit directly on the ground or in standing water since that will cause the wood to rot.

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS

Do you want all your pots to match? An assortment of terracotta pots in different shapes, sizes, and textures (some have quilted patterns or scalloped edges) would feel classy without being stuffy or boring. You could do the same thing with other colors. All white or black pots looks more modern, while a collection of royal blue glazed pots lends a Mediterranean vibe.

If you’re going to mix up your colors, do it carefully or go totally crazy—don’t go halfway. I loved the combination of brightly colored glazed pots that I saw in Mexico: blue, yellow, orange, and red. You could select one or two centerpiece containers with vibrant patterns, and then choose solid-color pots for the rest of your plants. For a more sedate look, try narrowing the pot palette to just two colors, picking neutral colors, or choosing pots that are gradations of the same color.

You’ll also want to consider which pot-to-plant color scheme will best suit your garden: monochromatic (pots that are the same color as the foliage or flowers) or contrasting (pots that stand apart, colorwise, from the plants). Monochromatic schemes are usually more serene and contemporary, while contrasting pots and plants are peppier and lend themselves to ethnic or tropical gardens.
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Simple terracotta containers can bring a lot of design super power to your garden.



CHEAP POT UPGRADE 101



All you need is a little elbow grease, a few craft supplies, and some DIY spirit to transform three plain-Jane pots into a cohesive container collection that’s as interesting to look at as the plants themselves. Choose from chalkboard, stencil, or batik techniques.

[image: Image]

Clockwise from bottom right: the chalkboard, stencil, and batik techniques.

CHALKBOARD



SUPPLIES



Terracotta pot

Smooth paint roller

Outdoor paint

Masking tape

Foam stamp

Chalkboard paint



METHOD



1. Using the paint roller, paint the area below the lip of the pot with the outdoor paint. Allow to dry completely.

2. Mark off a rectangle with masking tape and, with a clean paint roller, paint the area inside the rectangle with the chalkboard paint. Remove tape.

3. Using the paint roller, cover the foam stamp in an even coat of chalkboard paint and press it firmly into place. Repeat to complete your design. Allow the paint to dry overnight before planting.

STENCIL



SUPPLIES



Plastic pot

Spray paint

Pencil

Stencil

Stencil glue

Smooth paint roller

Outdoor paint



METHOD



1. Use the spray paint to apply the background color onto the pot in short, even strokes. Allow to dry completely.

2. Mark the placement of the stencil around the pot with light pencil marks.

3. Apply the stencil glue according to package instructions. Place the stencil in the first spot and smooth it down. Use the paint roller to apply an even coat of the outdoor paint all over the stencil. Skip a spot (so the stencil won’t smudge wet paint) and repeat all the way around the pot. Allow the paint to dry overnight before planting.

BATIK



SUPPLIES



Terracotta pot

Smooth paint roller

Acrylic paint

Pencil

White puffy paint

Clear varnish



METHOD



1. Paint the entire pot with the acrylic paint. Allow to dry completely.

2. Sketch out a complex batik pattern in very light pencil marks; cover the entire area that you want to have the design.

3. Trace the penciled pattern with puffy paint. Allow to dry completely.

4. Apply clear varnish to the exterior of the entire pot. Allow to dry overnight before planting.
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The stencil technique is equally striking on a larger planter box. Here, white bacopa and pink calibrachoa soften the edge of this upgraded planter.

Thinking Outside the Pot

Sometimes finding extra money for containers can be a bit like trying to squeeze blood out of a rock. But by letting your creative and resourceful juices flow, you’ll find plenty of homes for your plants that aren’t crazy expensive. In fact, if you repurpose ordinary household items, abandoned children’s toys, or recycling bin inhabitants, the container might even be free. Remember to drill drainage holes in the bottom of your container if they don’t already exist.
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The inherent drainage of flour sifters (top) and colanders (bottom) makes for perfect succulent containers.
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A plant-filled vintage birdcage blends seamlessly into the patio garden.

BIRDBATHS look really awesome planted with succulents or other rock garden plants like California poppies, sweet alyssum, and forget-me-nots. I’ve seen used ones listed in the classifieds for less than twenty dollars. Avian aficionados could also add garden character with a vintage birdcage: just lock in a potted plant instead of a feathery friend

COLANDERS AND FLOUR SIFTERS are just dying to become containers; after all, these kitchen stalwarts already have built-in drainage. Seek out vintage colanders in interesting colors—or spray paint one to suit your color scheme. Flour sifters planted with succulents or small herbs like thyme are truly charming.

LARGE SALAD BOWLS from the homewares section of your favorite department store are often a much more economical purchase than virtually identical pots. Just drill a hole in the bottom and treat yourself to some special plants with all that money you saved.

PORTABLE BARBEQUES designed for on-the-go adventures like camping trips or long days at the beach can be kept stationary and planted with herbs or succulents. See page 88 for project instructions.

RED WAGONS, like the one your kids haven’t used in years, are fun, moveable containers—especially for succulents, whose shallow roots don’t mind the lack of growing space. Use a hammer and nail or awl to punch drainage holes every six inches and pot that bad boy up. I’ve also seen a rusty old wheelbarrow planted with edibles; same idea and it looked fantastic!

SODA CANS were not part of my potting repertoire until I attended a class on frugal gardening during which the presenter described a street vendor in Mexico growing the succulent “string of pearls” in soda and beer cans. Coffee tins provide a bigger pot. The trick to achieving this cool, retro look is finding interesting cans or painting them a bright color.

TRASH CANS that are about half the size of the curbside kind will add an urban or industrial aesthetic to any space. Peruse local hardware store aisles for these galvanized goods and give your dwarf tree a first-rate home.

WINE BOXES make delightful containers for low-growing flowers, or shallow-rooted edibles like lettuces. If you buy wine in bulk—or have a friend at a wine shop—you’ll have easy access to these wooden display boxes. Save your corks and use as topdressing to reinforce the theme.

Basic Plant Composition

One-plant pots are pretty straightforward but it can get a little trickier to pick out multiple plants and combine them so that the pot looks amazing. Understanding composition is the art of understanding what people find to be visually appealing. It may sound scary and serious, but it’s actually very empowering to have a strategy. A good starting point is to make sure your plant palette includes contrasting shapes, sizes, and textures. A planter filled with foliage and flowers that are too similar means you won’t be able to fully appreciate the unique qualities of each plant. Instead, contrast one plant’s large, broad leaves with another’s small, finely cut foliage; complement large flowers with repeating sprays of diminutive blooms; or play heart-shaped leaves off spiky, strappy foliage. It’s also important to make sure all the plants to be combined in one pot have similar light and water needs.
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Pick plants with different shapes, textures, and colors of foliage to create visual interest.

An easy way to create a balanced plant composition is to use the “thriller, filler, spiller” formula invented by former Fine Gardening editor Steve Silk. As you might suspect from the name, thrillers are leading ladies: tall, upright plants with some characteristic that makes your mouth water, like stunning flowers or jaw-dropping foliage color. Fillers, often billowy and finely textured, add lushness and provide a backdrop for thrillers to strut their stuff. The spiller’s job is to flow over the sides, softening the edge of the pot and integrating plants with pot.

Once you’ve picked plants that complement each other, you can play around with different methods of combining them in the pot. An easy technique is to center the thriller in the pot, and then surround it completely with spillers and fillers. For a modern or edgy container, try placing the thriller off to one side, the fillers next to it, and then any spillers flowing over the opposite side of the pot. Yet another approach is to balance the whole composition: situate the thriller in the center back, plant the fillers directly in front of it, and then put one spiller on either side of the pot. A comprehensive list of container-worthy thrillers, fillers, and spillers could fill this entire book, but here are a few of my top picks to get you started.
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A dazzling thriller (Alocasia), filler (Strobilanthes dyerianus), spiller (Heliotrope) composition.

THRILLERS



Canna (Canna). For thriller status, choose cannas with unusual flower colors, striped leaves, or striking foliage like that of deep burgundy-colored ‘Black Knight’. Cannas will grow to approximately 5 feet tall if given a large enough pot. Container-hardy in zones 8 to 11, but tubers can be dug up and saved for next year.

Elephant’s ear (Colocasia). It’s hard to find something more dramatic than these heart-shaped leaves as big (or bigger) than dinner plates. Elephant’s ear will grow to 5 feet tall in a large container. Like cannas, the tubers can be dug up and stored for the winter. Container-hardy in zones 8 to 11.

New Zealand flax (Phormium). Those with rigid upright leaves in striking bronze or variegated colors are definite showstoppers. Dwarf varieties grow to 24 inches tall and wide. Hardy in zones 7 to 11.

FILLERS



Coleus (Solenostemon). Some varieties of coleus could really be thrillers, but I prefer using them as fillers in shady pots. Leaves come in colors like orange, green, magenta, and deep maroon, and plants range in size from 12 to 36 inches. Hardy in zones 10 and 11; treat as an annual elsewhere.

Dill (Anethum graveolens). Feathery, finely cut leaves make a nice contribution to edible containers without demanding too much attention. If given a larger pot, dill can grow to 36 inches tall. Annual.

Wormwood (Artemisia absinthium). I think of silver wormwood as the classy and sophisticated cousin of loveable dusty miller (Senecio cineraria). Wormwood forms 24- to 36-inch mounds and is container-hardy in zones 5 to 8.

SPILLERS



Creeping Jenny (Lysimachia nummularia). My favorite small-leaved green spiller has pretty cascades of lime green, quarter-sized leaves. Forms low, dense mats that can cover 12 to 24 inches. Container-hardy in zones 4 to 8.

Deadnettle (Lamium). Lime or white variegated leaves add a nice punch to shady gardens. The small pink or purple flowers are an added bonus. Airy, cascading mounds can reach 24 inches. Container-hardy in zones 4 to 8.

Sweet potato vine (Ipomoea batatas). Maple-like or heart-shaped leaves in lime green or chocolately purple will trail over the side of the pot for up to 4 feet. Hardy in zones 9 to 11 in containers; treat as an annual in colder climates, or dig up the tubers and store them for the following year.

Anti-Boring Flooring

Apartment and condo dwellers creating gardens on balconies or small patios often think they’re stuck with existing splintery wood or drab concrete flooring thanks to stringent renter or homeowners association rules. Even if your container garden is on your own home’s front porch, it may not be financially or structurally possible to replace the flooring. Fortunately, numerous relatively inexpensive and impermanent options exist that will help you spruce up and add interest to your container garden’s floor—all without causing trouble with landlords or HOA boards.

A rug designed for outdoor conditions is a good place to start. Your mind probably goes immediately toward sisal and other typical doormat materials, but don’t stop there. I’ve seen zebra print outdoor fabric with a rubberized backing that would definitely add some excitement beneath your feet. Craftier gardeners could also buy a solid-colored outdoor rug and stencil or hand paint a pattern that coordinates with the space. Be sure to seal painted rugs with a clear varnish so your handiwork is protected.
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These attractive wooden deck tiles are a snap to put together.

An upscale, yet surprisingly affordable, flooring option is prefabricated wooden slats that are formed into 12-inch deck tiles. A special backing allows the tiles to simply snap together. You can cover an entire balcony or patio with the tiles for less than a few hundred dollars. And if you move or change your style, the tiles are as easy to remove as they were to install in the first place. Try searching for vendors online using the keywords: interlocking wooden deck tiles.

Paving a small courtyard with gravel—an economical and environmentally friendly material—is a familiar garden floor upgrade that could translate well to small, enclosed patios as well. Hardworking DIYers can transform a muddy pit into a usable space with interlocking paving stones. Loads of other unique flooring solutions are out there, often inspired by interior design websites and other unlikely sources. (If a kitchen floor can go from dingy to vintage with a painted black-and-white checkerboard pattern, why can’t a balcony or porch?). And lastly, think from the floor up and consider a brightly painted accent wall as a way to enhance your space.
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The graphic black-and-white checkerboard pattern is an outdoor flooring game changer.

You Have to Sit Somewhere!

What’s the point of a beautiful outdoor garden if you don’t have anywhere to sit down and enjoy it? I don’t think it’s possible to overstate the importance of providing a place to relax with a bagel, a cup of coffee, and a view of the gorgeous garden you’ve created.

Look for tables and chairs scaled for small spaces so you don’t waste precious garden real estate with more furniture than you really need—sets marked “bistro” will be about the size of those at your favorite outdoor café. Another space-saving solution is to use chairs that can be folded up and stowed away when you don’t need them. So if you live alone, leave just one chair out in the garden, but store another two or three in an indoor closet and just whip them out when friends come over. You can also buy tables that attach to the wall: flip the table out of the way when you’re caring for your container garden, and flip it back up when you want to read a book or enjoy a glass of wine al fresco.

Choosing tables or seats that do double duty as storage is another way to get more from your space. There are attractive benches with removable lids so you can store tools or extra potting soil out of sight. Look for other opportunities to get two uses out of one piece of furniture, such as an arbor that provides shade and a trellis for plants, but also has a built-in bench for seating.

Matching sets of table and chairs help the space (especially if it’s particularly small) look less cluttered. Your table and chairs are part of the overall design, so pick something that complements your plants and especially your containers. If you find great outdoor furniture that clashes with your color scheme (or say, chairs that don’t match one another), keep in mind that spray paint is an easy remedy. Don’t forget that comfort is important too. If need be, add colorful cushions to soften chairs or benches.
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Smaller table and chair sets can add both a place to sit and a fun punch of color.



GARDEN UNDER GLASS



Speaking of furniture serving two purposes, why not coax a container into doing double duty? This simple project uses hardware store materials to turn an already planted container into a handy side table. Although perhaps not quite as luxurious as observing tropical fish through a boat’s glass bottom, it’s still nice to put your plants on display in such a useful manner. Because the sun’s ultraviolet rays can scorch plants when magnified by glass, a table like this is best in bright shade.



SUPPLIES



Container planted with low-growing plants, such as succulents

6 (12-inch) pieces copper pipe

Round plexiglass tabletop (4 inches larger in diameter than container)

Builder’s level



METHOD



1. Place the copper pipe pieces in evenly spaced intervals around the interior edge of the pot.

2. Push the pipe pieces securely into the soil so that they are sticking out approximately 8 inches above the pot.

3. Place the plexiglass tabletop on top of the pipe pieces, use a builder’s level to check that the plexiglass is being held evenly above the pot.

[image: Image]
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Fun Garden Ornaments

Ornaments are to a garden what family photos and treasured tchotchkes are to a living room: the small things that make a space warm, give visitors a sense of your personality, and rekindle fond memories. In a small garden, the scale of your chosen ornaments is an important consideration. A large gazing ball might be perfectly fabulous tucked between plants out in the yard, but in an undersized container garden it would be awkwardly out of proportion. But that doesn’t mean you should give up on gazing balls—just find a smaller one to nestle into a pot. This size-appropriate concept goes for any garden art you want to display, whether a Buddha statue or a garden gnome. You can add some height to your garden with small pieces of art on long stakes designed to be stuck into the soil. Whimsical bees, butterflies, birds, and dragonflies—or perhaps a laser-cut metal rose if your tastes are more modern—would be lovely towering over a flower pot.

It’s also fun to look for opportunities to continue a collection you normally display indoors (or one that generally just gathers dust in a shoebox under your bed) out into your container garden. If you collect frogs, look for versions that are safe to keep outdoors and hide a few around your garden, to be discovered by visitors. I like creating little vignettes between my planters with the strange rocks that my husband has been bringing home from our vacations ever since he took a geology class in college. The rocks are beautiful in their own right, and they bring back memories of the great times we’ve spent together.

[image: Image]

Adding little jewels to stop and admire will make your garden more interesting.

DRESS IT UP

Another way to include a bit of garden art in your small space is by finding artfully created utilitarian objects. A trellis could be a boring grid or it could show off some gorgeous woodworking or iron—why not use a rusty old gate? Or tie some branches together to make your own. Your trellis could even be a beautiful piece of art that just happens to host a scrambling vine. Same thing with plant markers: plastic tabs get the job done, but customized vintage silver cutlery would be a much more creative way to differentiate the ‘Japanese Black Trifele’ and ‘Purple Cherokee’ tomatoes.

If you crown your soil with a decorative topdressing instead of plain old mulch you’ll still get most of the mulching benefits (soil moisture retention and reduced erosion) but with an unmistakable design kick. Topdressing ideas include sand, gravel, seashells, buttons, and marbles. Be creative—just don’t use anything that could become toxic as it breaks down, especially when growing edibles.

[image: Image]

A topdressing of colorful glass highlights the haworthia’s unusually pale coloring.

Lighting Options

[image: Image]

A charming lantern looks great during daylight hours too.

Outdoor lighting will help you get the most bang for your container garden buck. Early birds and night owls alike will appreciate being able to enjoy the garden at any time of the day. Lighting also adds a wonderful ambience to a space, and it draws your eye to focal points, such as a much loved plant or wonderful piece of garden art.

Since most balconies, patios, and porches don’t have a power source (and even if they did, who wants wires going all over the place?), it’s best to use solar-powered lights. Solar lighting comes in every conceivable design style, including hand-blown colored-glass globes that can double as garden art. Tuck small stake lights into pots to light a pathway or highlight a focal point, or place solar-powered table lights on top of garden furniture to provide dining ambiance. Don’t forget to think up too: twist strings of solar-powered lights around tree trunks, across a balcony railing, or along the roof of the porch.

In addition to the latest solar technology, candles and tiki-style torches are terrific old-school options. Candlelight is very flattering and romantic, from the simple flicker of tall dripping candles to the intricately patterned glow escaping a wrought-iron Moroccan lantern. You probably want to avoid scented candles, lest they overpower the natural fragrance of your plants, but a citronella candle will help ward off mosquitoes. Torches that burn lamp or citronella oil come in a wide variety of styles, from traditional tiki to modern hand-blown glass torches. Simply stick the stakes into your pots in strategic locations and light the wicks whenever you want some added light. Always be careful that flammable items—especially your precious plants—are well out of the way of flames.

[image: Image]
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This balcony in British Columbia, Canada, is illuminated from the ground up.


Less SMALL More SASSY

It’s not news that most apartment and condo gardeners face the challenge of lack of space. After all, there is no such thing as a half-acre balcony, and even the most luxurious Manhattan rooftop terrace is nothing compared to a suburban lot. But don’t accept the basic footprint of your balcony or patio as the final word on gardening space. You can double your square footage by borrowing air space that no one was using, or by employing other creative problem-solving tactics.

Magically expand the surfaces you have by using pots that straddle or otherwise attach themselves to railings and posts. The Greenbo is one of my favorite pots in this category—I love the bright colors it comes in and the modern styling. Window box planters that have a groove down the center are meant to be attached to the top of balcony and porch railings. You can also get inexpensive clips that screw into walls or wooden posts and then support regular terracotta pots. Heck, I once saw a bunch of large tin cans screwed into the wall and planted with geraniums. And you know what? It looked awesome!

Attaching a trellis to your wall is another way to take advantage of unoccupied vertical space. The trellis itself can be a beautiful addition to your container garden. Or use the built-in trellises that balcony and porch railings provide. Though, if you plan on moving in the near future, don’t train a deeply loved plant along your balcony railing since you won’t be taking it with you. Also keep in mind that landlords and homeowners associations tend to get cranky about things like growing plants on railings and attaching pots and planters to walls. I say it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than for permission, but if you’re more rule-abiding than I am, research restrictions before getting to work.

[image: Image]

Greenbo planters beautify a balcony railing in Tel Aviv, Israel.

[image: Image]

Like trellises, étagères and baker’s racks add architectural interest while saving space. Look for them at garage sales or thrift shops, or buy new if you’ve got the cash to burn. Load the shelves with small pots and let vines interweave among the plants and onto the rack itself. In a similar vein, arbors are wonderful structures for training vines; simply flank the arbor with two large pots planted with vines such as passionflower (Passiflora spp.), sweetpea (Lathyrus odoratus), or even edible peas (Pisum sativum) and beans (Phaseolus vulgaris). If your arbor is sturdy enough, attach a hanging basket to enhance the sense of lushness. Underneath the ornamental arch is a great place for a small bench or chair where you can enjoy the shade created by the dense covering of plants. Depending on the type of space, an arbor could also define the entrance to your container garden, or frame a particularly beautiful view.



[image: Image]

Window boxes hooked over a balcony railing add growing space to your garden.
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End of sample
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