Growing Gourmet Salads In Containers

Containers open up new possibilities for gardeners who want to try their hand at growing some
of their food. Starting with a small container for homegrown salad greens is a great way to make
gardening a part of your everyday life and get your first taste of that garden-to-table experience.

Lettuce is one of the best vegetables to grow in containers, indoors or out. There are many
excellent varieties to choose from, but there are four basic types:

1. Head/crisphead lettuce requires 80 to 85 days to mature. It has a tight, round head.
Butterhead lettuce matures in 65 to 80 days. It forms small, open heads with soft leaves.

Loose-leaf lettuce matures in 40 to 45 days. The leaves are loose and easily separated.

Eal

Romaine lettuce matures in 70 to 80 days. It forms long, lightly folded oblong heads.

Grow leaf salad greens so you can harvest as needed rather than wait for a whole head of lettuce
to grow. Loose-leaf lettuce varieties are the quickest to harvest.

Choose a container at least 6 to 8 inches wide and 6 to 8 inches deep for leaf lettuce. To grow
head lettuce, you need a container that's 16 inches wide and 12 to 16 inches deep. The length of
the container is determined by the number of plants you want to grow. Some favorites are cedar,
stainless steel, and terra cotta clay.

Be sure to add drainage holes to the bottom of your container if it doesn't come with them. Your
lettuce plants won't be happy sitting in extra water.

Cut a piece of weed barrier cloth and cover the drainage holes in the container. This ensures that
the soil won't run out of the container each time it's watered or it rains.

Good soil is the secret to growing anything. Lettuce plants like a soil mix that's a little more
alkaline and nitrogen-rich. Fill the container nearly to the top.

Lettuce grown indoors can be planted at any time of the year. Lettuce can be started from seeds
or transplant seedlings.

Use a seed spacer to ensure that the seeds are spaced three to four inches from one another in
rows that are at least two to three inches apart. Gently cover the seeds with % to /2-inch soil and
lightly water.

Give the container at least four hours of sun daily and about one inch of water per week. Check
the lettuce container each morning to ensure the soil doesn't dry out as the seeds germinate. Test
the soil's moisture by gently sticking your fingertip into it. If it feels dry a few inches down, it's
time to give the plants a drink.

As the seedlings grow, make sure to thin them out. Fortunately, you can eat all those baby
greens, which will have a sweet flavor.



Feed your lettuce with a water-soluble fertilizer every two weeks. Follow the label directions for
your fertilizer of choice.

You won't have to wait long to start snipping your lettuce. In three to four weeks (depending on
the variety), begin harvesting from your salad container by cutting each plant from the outer and
lower leaves with sharp, clean scissors. For a continuous supply of fresh lettuce throughout the
growing season, plant new seeds or new transplants every three to four weeks to replace
harvested and older plants.

Lettuce tastes best eaten the same day it's harvested. Wash the lettuce leaves thoroughly under
cool water to remove dirt or debris. Dry the leaves completely before storing, as excess moisture
can lead to wilting and spoilage. Wrap the dry lettuce leaves in a dry paper. Store the wrapped
lettuce in a plastic bag or an airtight container. Place the container or bag in the refrigerator's
crisper drawer.

Growing salad greens can provide a source of fresh, leafy vegetables with the added benefit of
trying varieties that may not be available at local markets.



