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The Half Barrel Water Garden

By Vickie Pervick

If you would like to enjoy a water garden, but don’t know what it takes to make it grow, the space, or the correct hours of sunlight, then the half barrel could be your answer.

Even children find the mini aquatic environment interesting and a good education tool.  They can watch the aquatic plants grow, feed the fish, and see the progress of water snails at work cleaning the decayed matter to keep the half barrel in a natural ecological balance.

TUB:  The inside of the barrel can be “fiber glassed” or lined with plastic material.  It is necessary to use some means of lining or treating the inside of the barrel so that bacteria does not harm the plants or fish.  Water garden suppliers also have plastic “half barrels” and other types of tubs available.

PLANTING:  Put your barrel in a sunny location (6-8 hours of sun).  Add water to your lined barrel, and let it sit for a day or two to allow the chemical in the water to dissipate and let the water come to the temperature of the surrounding air.  Add fish and snails.  Ordinary guppies, goldfish or mosquito fish (Gambusia affinis holbrookii) will keep the mosquito larvae population down.  Snails will work to keep the barrel clean.

Now comes the aquatic plants.  Several of the small tropical varieties of water lilies may be used, as well as hardy water lilies.  We suggest you plant all of your aquatic plants in plastic pots and then place the pots on bricks to reach the correct depth.  A good garden soil with some clay is the best soil.  Never use commercial potting mixtures, as this will float to the water surface.  After planting, cover the top with one inch of pea gravel.  This will hold the soil in the pot, and not let the soil cloud the water.  Fertilizer tablets are pushed down into the soil to give the lily its needed food to bloom.

Floating plants can be added to your barrel.  They are not planted in pots.  Other water loving plants can be potted and added to your barrel.  A tall vertical plant will bring a pleasing design to your tub.  We suggest dwarf papyrus, umbrella palm, cattails or water iris.  Other nice additions to pot, and add to your barrel are types of plants like Marsh Marigold and Creeping Primrose, that will grow out and drape over the sides of your barrel.

There is no end to the possibilities for containers.  Ceramic pots, old crocks, washtubs, and galvanized stock watering tanks make excellent tub gardens.  Even old-fashioned claw foot bathtubs can be used on your patio or in your yard.
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