Make a Hypertufa Trough by Helen Dawson

Molded concrete containers can be made in nearly any shape and
size you want

Alpine strawberries and herbs find a home in concrete planters,
which harken back to the days when stone troughs held water for
farm animals.

In a trip to England, | thought I had found the answer to
controlling the chaos that is my kitchen garden. The problem stems
from the different sizes of my plants. Tiny herbs and little edible
flowers are always lost amongst the sprawling squash and
towering artichokes. Mesclun and leaf lettuces lose ground to the
tomatoes and pole beans.

In England | saw a garden where some of the smaller plants grew
in stone troughs, ancient vessels once used for watering livestock.
The craggy look of the hewn stone seemed to complement
perfectly the cool greens and petite leaves of the herbs and
flowers. Planting in the troughs raised the height of the plants in

el ) the garden and segregated them from their larger neighbors.

X; WIS LA 9n 0 Clustered near a doorway, a grouping of different-sized pots
created a miniature herb garden.
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The stone troughs would be perfect in my southern California garden. But there were problems with pounds—both
the weight and the British currency. The troughs weighed a ton and cost a fortune. Oh well.

Back home, during conversations with friends, | heard about a way to make molded planters that looked like the
stone troughs. The mix used for the planters is called hypertufa, derived from the word tufa, a lightweight, porous
rock found along some natural springs and streams. The planters sounded too good to be true. They could be made
in a couple of hours, most of the materials were easily found at a garden center or hardware store, they cost about
five dollars apiece, and they weighed a fraction of their stone counterparts. Best of all, they could be made in almost
any shape using a variety of common objects as a mold, or using your gloved hands to free-form a shape.

A hypertufa shopping list

| found directions for making the planters in a rock-gardening book by H. Lincoln Foster, and then fine-tuned them
into my own recipe. You'll need peat moss, perlite, and Portland cement. Make sure you buy straight Portland
cement. You don't want any of the pre-mixed concrete or mortar you'll find on the market.

You'll also need a few ounces of synthetic concrete reinforcing fibers, which strengthen the planters. You can find
the fibers at most masonry-supply stores or online.

For mixing the ingredients you'll need a wheelbarrow or any large plastic container. You'll need a sieve or screen to
sift the peat moss to remove sticks and lumps. And you'll need a stiff wire brush to remove rough edges. Wear
rubber gloves while mixing and handling the mixture because Portland cement will irritate your skin. A small dust
mask helps keep perlite dust from irritating your nose and lungs.

This project can be a bit messy, so pick your work area with that in mind. Part of making a planter is letting it cure
for 12 to 24 hours until the cement and other ingredients harden. Bright, hot sun can cause uneven curing, and might
make the planter crack or fracture, so pick a shady spot to make your planters.

You'll want a sturdy, flat surface. I like working at a picnic table. | cover the table with heavy plastic sheeting,
which | tape to keep it from sliding around.



Finding the best mold for the job

A planter's shape is limited only by your ingenuity and whatever potential molds you have on hand. Don't use
wooden or metal molds unless you first line them with plastic, otherwise the mixture will stick to the molds and you
will damage the planters when you try to remove them. The mix won't stick to cardboard, plastic, or Styrofoam
molds.

To make a rectangular planter, | use two nesting cardboard cartons as molds. The larger box functions as the outside
form and the smaller box is placed inside. This creates a space of 1 in. to 2 in. between the two boxes into which the
mixture can be packed and tamped down. A larger trough will require thicker walls to maintain strength and,
therefore, more space between the two boxes.

Dﬂu Make the form for the walls of a
<o " rectangular planter by centering
e : — a smaller box inside a larger
one.

Use a Styrofoam mold as an
alternative to cardboard boxes.

Molds can also be made from
the polystyrene foam used for
house insulation. The pieces are
held together with wooden
cooking skewers. You can get
this kind of foam at building-
supply stores.

: PNNTEINE For a more free-form look, you
can press the mlxture over a plastic-bag-draped earthenware or wooden plant container. Another alternative is to
make a mound of soil or sand and then cover the mound with a plastic bag.

Proportions for a proper mix

Measurements for the ingredients are not exact. Rough proportions are
helpful, but ultimately you will develop a feel for how wet the mix
should be. What you're after is a mixture that's about the consistency of
cottage cheese.

Here are the rough proportions for the mix by volume: two parts
Portland cement, three parts sifted peat, three parts perlite. You'll need
much less of the reinforcing fibers, about a handful.

Here's another way of looking at it. To make an 18 x 12 x 9-in. planter,
you need approximately 2 gallons of sifted peat, 2 gallons of perlite, 1-
1/3 gallons of Portland cement (about 12 1b.), 1 cup of loosely packed
reinforcing fibers, and water.




To test for the right consistency, squeeze a handful of mix. You
should be able to get only a couple of drops out.

Measure the peat moss, perlite, Portland cement, and reinforcing
fibers into a wheel barrow or other large container. Using gloved
hands, mix the dry ingredients.

Add water slowly, mixing with your hands until the material is
the desired consistency. Grab a handful of the mixture, and
squeeze it; it should hold together and only a few drops of water
should emerge. The total amount of water needed will depend on
the dryness of the peat moss and the humidity in the air. The
mixture shouldn't be runny -- too much water and you'll get a
weak container. A free-form container needs a drier mixture so
that it will hold its shape.

Just like making mud pies
Every time | make another one of these planters, | feel like a child making mud pies. It's fun!

When | use the two-box method, | put a 1-in. to 2-in. layer of the mix on the bottom of the larger box. Then I center
the smaller box inside the larger and pack the mix firmly between the sides of the two boxes. When the sides reach
the desired height, | smooth and level the top edge.

For a sturdy container, firmly pack the mix etween the boxes.
When using an inverted pot as a mold, build up a 2-in. thick layer around the pot.

If I'm molding a planter over an overturned flower pot or a mound of soil, | begin by packing a 1-in. to 2-in. thick
layer of the mix around the bottom of my mold. Then | work upward, adding more material until | reach the top. |
pat the mixture smooth and keep the top as flat and even as possible. This will be the bottom of the pot when it is
turned over.



Planters require two stages of curing

Curing refers to the drying of the material and to the chemical bonding that takes place. Curing has two stages: an
early stage when the planter should not be moved, and a longer drying period following removal of the mold. The
initial curing period takes 14 to 36 hours, while the latter takes about three weeks.

For the first 36 hours, cover your planter with plastic. The plastic makes it cure more slowly, and slower curing
produces a strong planter.

After a day and a half, | test the hardness of the mixture with my fingernail. If | can scratch the surface, the mixture
is still too soft and should be left for a few more hours and then retested. When it requires a screwdriver to scratch
the surface, the planter is ready for the second stage of curing.

When the planter has hardened, smooth corners and tops with a wire brush.

I carefully remove the mold from the planter, and then smooth the corners
and rough edges with a stiff wire brush. You can texturize the planter by
scoring it with the brush. Be careful not to press too hard, as the walls are
still friable. Leave the planter in a shady spot for about three weeks to
finish curing.

After three weeks, the planter will be a lighter color and will weigh less.
The last step is to leach out the strong alkali or free lime contained in the
Portland cement. A heavy concentration of lime is harmful to plants. |
leach away the lime by filling the porous planter with water. Over the
next ten days, | refill the planter whenever it's empty. If you live where it
rains a lot, nature will do the leaching for you. I like to make planters
during the winter and leave them to leach until spring.

Drill holes with a masonry bit to improve drainage.

The planters are naturally porous, but if you want additional drainage,
drill a hole in the bottom using a masonry bit.

I've made dozens of these planters, and have used them for herbs—thyme,
chives, sage, chervil, and mounding basil—and vegetables, too. Round
carrots, baby beets, radishes, tiny Mei Qing Choi, and alpine strawberries
adapt beautifully to these pots.
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