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CONTAINER GARDENS FOR BEGINNERS 
Ina Valdes Conejero 

 

The creation of your own garden in containers brings a different view of the outdoor greenery into 
your home. You can do so simply by staying home and finding interesting containers and tendering your 
indoor gardens. 

 

Plants in containers are terrariums, plant cases, bottle gardens and disk gardens. 

 

Terrariums, plant cases and bottle gardens have all developed from the so-called Wardian case 
invented by an English botanist, Nathaniel B. Ward, a century and a half ago. He discovered that some 
plants grow indefinitely in sealed glass cases. The principle behind this discovery is that: Once humidity 
has been established in a sealed, transparent container, moisture from the soil and transpiration from the 
leaves of plants condenses, runs back into the soil so that it creates a self-supporting environment. 
 

There are many possible types of glass or clear plastic containers in which a potted plant can stand. 
However, some plants look better if a layer of potting mixture is used. Narrow necked clear glass bottles 
of various sizes make beautiful containers for a variety of moisture loving plants. Any type of bottle may 
be used provided that the neck is wide enough to let small plants pass through. 

 

For narrow necked bottles, special tools and a certain amount of skill is required. Use a funnel or 
cardboard tube to avoid soiling the face of the glass when you put in all drainage materials and potting 
mixture. Use thin, long-handled planting tools in dish gardening. If these tools are not available, construct 
your own tool by wiring tools to slender, sturdy and flexible sticks. 

 

To start your container garden, fill the base of the bottle with a one to two inch deep drainage layer 
consisting of charcoal chips mixed with small pebbles. Then, add a two to four inch layer of damp potting 
mixture. The mixture should not be the type that encourages fast growth. Here is the suggested mixture: a 
combination of two parts of soil based potting mixture, two parts of coarse sand and one part of leaf mold 
or peat moss. Choose small, slow growing plants and then plan the arrangement you wish before placing 
the plants in the bottle or container. Ensure that small plants are not hidden behind taller ones. Do not 
position plants too close together and see to it that shapes and colors of the plants complement one another. 
After the planting has been completed, drop pebbles or small pieces of driftwood onto the surface of the 
mixture for additional visual effect. Spray plants with a fine mist. Put a stopper on the lid of the bottle and 
position your container garden in a place with good lighting (not too strong). For many months it should 
need no further attention except for occasional ventilation and pruning. 

 

A miniature garden or dish garden can be anything from a small replica of an outdoor garden to a 
little group of dwarf plants in a dish. Any dish or tray will satisfactory container. It can be made of clay, 
ceramics or cement. They can be rectangular, oval, round or irregular as long as it is deep enough to hold 
a shallow layer of drainage material topped with a slightly deeper layer of potting mixture. Two to three 
inches deep is preferred for height.  As to size, the container may be three inches wide and five inches 
long for small dish gardens and two feet wide and four feet long for bigger arrangements. It is important 
that all containers should have sufficient drainage holes. 

 

To start a dish garden, you will need some materials. They are: a container, ornamental plants of 
various colors and shapes (miniatures are preferred), potting medium, moss, pebbles and other accessories. 
The plants must be hardy and must be able to survive under shade or indoors. Plants must be free of pests 
or diseases. Recommended plants are: rattan, pepperomias, cacti, other succulents, dracaena, ficus and 
asplenium. 
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For the potting medium, use a mixture of one part garden soil (loam type preferred), one part river 
sand and two parts compost. You can be sure that you have the right mix by buying potting medium 
available in most garden shops. 

 

For accessories use rocks (rustic type preferred), driftwood, figurines, white, cream and black 
pebbles. Most important in creating container gardens is the planning of your overall design or 
arrangement. You can set up a mound to depict a hill or mountain. If two mounds are designed, one should 
be smaller in scale than the other. When two to three rustic rocks are used, they should be of different 
shapes, heights and sizes. 

 

After arranging the mounds, rocks, driftwood and accessories, position the plants. Put the tallest 
off center and the rest in different places where they would look best, possibly in groups of two to five. 
Some plants may be planted in groups or for clusters, others may stand apart from the rest. To make the 
arrangement informal, avoid straight lines and flat top level. See to it that there are spaces between clusters. 
Use carpet moss and pebbles (#5) as ground cover for the spaces. 

 

When all the plants are in position and all accessories in place, finish by cleaning the edges of the 
container and lightly water the plants using a fine mist sprayer. For a fresh looking and glossy effect, wipe 
leaves with a piece of cotton dipped in egg white solution. 

 

Always remember - IMAGINATION and PATIENCE are the keywords for a more elaborate and 
colorful container garden. 

 

Make one NOW - you will feel vibrant! 


