






Container Plant List for  
Los Alamos County 

 
Perrenials 

Achillea (Yarrow) 

Agastache foeniculum 

Ajuga 

Allium 

Anthemis tinctoria 'Susanna 
Mitchell' 

Aster novae-angliae (New 
England Aster) 

Aquilegia (Columbine) 

Artemesia 

Cerastium tomentosum 

Coreopsis 

 
 
Garden soil can be modified or amended  by using one 
part garden soil, one part peat moss and one part per-
lite or coarse builders sand. Don't use fine beach sand 
or play sand. 
 
There are also bagged products labeled as top soil that 
tend to be largely sedge peat. While they are inexpensive 
and look very good, once put into a pot they are poorly 
drained and poorly aerated. They can be used in combina-
tion with soilless media products or amended much the 
same way as if you were using garden soil. 
 
When filling containers with media, don't fill the pot to the 
top. Leave about a one inch space between the top of the 
soil and rim of the pot. This will help make watering the pot 
easier as it provides a place to "put water" and not have it 
run over the edge.  This will also leave room for a mulch if 
desired. 
 
Filling large containers can be very costly. Adding "filler" to 
the bottom of the container to take up space may be the so-
lution. Any filler material should be inert, able to take up 
space and not break down over the course of the growing 
season. Items such as 
crushed aluminum cans, 
plastic milk jugs, and non-
biodegradable "packing 
peanuts" are usually readily 
available. Fill the bottom 
one-quarter to one-third of 
the container with your 
choice of material. Lay a 
piece of landscape fabric 
over the top of the material 
and fill the rest of the con-
tainer with media.  



Watering 
 
Because containerized plants have 
a very limited soil volume, proper 
watering and fertilizing are critical 
in maintaining an attractive pot 
throughout the growing season. 
How often you need to water a 
container varies depending on the 
time of the year, location of the 
container, how long the container 
has been planted, type of con-
tainer, and type of plant material.  
 
Watering should be done when the plants need water and 
before they start to show signs of wilting. Overall plant 
health is affected by allowing the plant to wilt severely.  Un-
derstand the plants you have. Water it based on its needs 
and not some general rule of thumb. 
 
The best way to tell if a plant needs water is to feel the soil. 
And if the first inch or so of the soil is dry, water. Apply 
enough water each time so the whole soil ball becomes 
moist. This means using enough water so water drips out of 
the drainage holes. This assures the whole soil mass is 
moist, and assures you have some leaching of the soil 
eliminating harmful build up of soluble salts. 
 
Soilless mixes shrink away from the pot edges if allowed to 
dry out excessively. If this happens, rewetting becomes dif-
ficult because water tends to flow through the pot in the 
space between the pot and media leaving the media dry. 
You will need to rehydrate containers slower than usual. 
 
If you are growing perennials or evergreens in containers, 
be sure they are well watered during our dry winter months.   
Evergreens in containers  are especially vulnerable to win-
ter desiccation if soils dry out during the winter.  

 
Plant Selection 

 
Most annuals including herbs will thrive as container plants.  
Annual flowers have the benefit of season-long blooming 
and a huge variety of colors and textures. 

 
Perennial plants which thrive in Los Alamos are usually 
Zone 4 and 5 plants.  But with containers, a generally ac-
cepted guideline for hardiness is to deduct one or two 
zones. In other words, a plant hardy to Zone 4 might only 
be hardy to Zone 5 or 6 in a winter container garden. There 
are a number of factors that affect the cold hardiness of in-
dividual plants, some of which are length of exposure to 
seasonal cold, water availability (drought stressed plants 
are more cold tolerant), how recently they were planted or 
repotted, etc. 



Putting It All Together 
 
How you arrange them depends on how you will be looking 
at the pot. If you will be looking at the pot from all sides the 
classic approach is to place tall plants in the center and 
then surround them with shorter mounding plants and finally 
finishing off with trailing plants along the edges. If it will be 
viewed from only the front locate the tall plants at the back 
and work forward with shorter plants and then trailing types.  

 
If you are not sure of your 
design, set the plants on top 
of the media to visualize the 
arrangement before you 
start to plant. You can then 
adjust as needed. Once you 
have settled on a design, 
start planting. Remove the 
plants from their pots and 
look at the roots. If they ap-
pear to be coiled around the 

pot and seem pot bound, gently pull the roots apart to 
loosen them. Plant at the same level as they were grown in 
the original pot. If the soil ball seems a bit large for the spot 
you want to plant, gently squeeze the soil ball to help it fit. 
 
How many plants you choose to use depends on how quick 
you want a "full" looking container. If you want a pot that 
looks finished right after you get done planting, you can 
space the plants very tight. If budget is an issue or you can 
wait a while, space plants out with room between them. In a 
few short weeks, the pot will have grown together with little 
if any empty spaces left. 

Fertilizing 
 
One of the best ways to add nutrients to containers is by 
using slow-release fertilizers which are  encased in a semi-
permeable resin coating. When they come in contact with 
water, small amounts of nutrients are released to the soil. 
These products are usually mixed with the potting media or 
placed on the soil surface at a rate specified on the label 
and based on the size of the container.  
 
Another way to fertilize containers is to use liquid fertilizers. 
They  are mixed with water according to label instructions 
and then applied during normal watering. It is suggested to 
apply fertilizer to the soil media when it is moist rather than 
when it is completely dry. This helps to avoid potential dam-
age to the plant. Reapplying every two weeks or so will pro-
vide adequate nutrition for most containers. The choice of 
fertilizer will depend on the kinds of plants. High nitrogen 
sources would be good for plants grown for their foliage 
while flowering plants prefer lower nitrogen and higher 
phosphorous formulations. 



Light and Temperature 
 
Light and temperature are key environmental factors to suc-
cessfully growing plants in containers. Containers offer the 
advantage of being portable and can be moved to maintain 
the desired conditions for peak performance. It is important 
to know the preferred conditions for the plants you grow.  If 
relocating containers is not a possibility, or a desired option, 
then changing the plants to match the temperature and light 
conditions can be a successful strategy.  

Wind 
 
Wind may be a seasonal problem 
causing containers to blow over and 
drying out plants between watering. 
For commercial plantings, wind tun-
neling can be more severe due to the 
lack of surrounding vegetation.  Be 
sure the combined weight of the con-
tainer and soil is proportional to the 
plant canopy or that containers are 
properly anchored. 

 
Plants with large leaves can be damaged in locations with 
strong wind. Flowers and buds can become desiccated and 
hence, short-lived. If wind tunneling becomes a problem 
then relocation of containers may be necessary. 

 
Heat Absorption 

 
Remember that dark-colored 
containers exposed to full 
summer sun can get so hot 
that roots are damaged and 
soil dries out quickly. Move 
dark-colored containers to 
shaded areas, or shade the 
container with trailing plants 
to reduce heat absorption. 
Another strategy for dark-
colored containers is to fill 
them with xeric- type plants 


