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Introduction


Living in the city, I am very aware that outdoor space is at a premium. During the winter, while looking out at my balconies and dreaming of the summer, I started thinking: what if you wanted to have that little bit of green, but didn’t have any outside space at all? This turned my attention indoors, where I have noticed a renewed interest in houseplants. Even if you live in the country, indoor plants can offer some much-needed contact with nature, something that is very important, not only in terms of aesthetics, but also to promote a healthy emotional environment. Houseplants bring their natural form, color, and fragrance to the home, and can add the finishing touch to an interior scheme.


Historically, plants have been used indoors for centuries—indeed, medieval paintings depict Crusaders returning with plant specimens from many corners of the world. The nineteenth century was a golden age of plant collecting, which went hand in hand with the Victorians’ passion for exploration and discovery. The legacy of these adventurous plant explorers lives on in the plants that thrive in our modern natural landscape and in our homes.


In this book, I will show you how to choose, grow, and decorate with houseplants, as well as guide you through the different techniques needed to care for your new “green guests” and keep your houseplants happy.


[image: images]


[image: images]




The essentials
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Top 10 Houseplant Tips


1


Position plants carefully


Choose plants that suit the environment, since even the most dedicated gardener can’t make a sun-loving plant thrive in a cold, shady area. So, ensure that your plants are suited to the light levels and temperature of the room in which they will be living.
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2


Try to avoid direct sun


Windowsills in direct sunlight will be too hot for most houseplants. Similarly, try not to place your plants over a direct source of heat, such as a radiator.


3


Avoid shady areas


At the same time, you need to ensure there is sufficient light for your houseplants to photosynthesize effectively.




4


Avoid temperature extremes


Keep delicate plants away from drafts, since these will decrease humidity levels.


5


Pot on regularly


Aim to repot your houseplants into larger pots every two years or so. This will ensure that they are not stressed and will thrive.





6


Be well equipped


Use the proper tools for indoor gardening. A long-spouted watering can and a mister to increase humidity are both essential for reducing dust levels, as well as dealing with pest and disease outbreaks. A long-handled fork and a pair of scissors are great for accessing difficult areas, while a sponge attached to a long handle will keep glass containers clean.
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7


Water wisely


Don’t overwater houseplants; adding some drainage material at the bottom of the pot will help to keep roots aerated and ensure that they don’t drown.


8


Give your plants a break


Allow houseplants to rest during the winter period and move them to a cooler position. This is because most plants are dormant at this time, and so don’t need as much sunlight. You should also reduce the amount of water and food you provide, as this can help to prevent diseases such as mold and root rot. Move plants away from windows, because these areas will be too cold in the winter.
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9


Be vigilant


Learn to recognize potential problems early on, before a pest infestation or other physiological problem kills off your plant. For example, danger signs for low air humidity include buds falling off, leaves withering, and leaves with brown tips. Signs of high humidity include mold, rot, and soft growth. See pages 128–141 for more information.


10


Think long-term


Some popular houseplant gifts only have a short growing period, so choose plants that will thrive for longer if you want a year-round display.





Light levels and photosynthesis


The process of photosynthesis provides plants with energy and occurs naturally as a result of the green pigment chlorophyll in their leaves and stems. Sunlight acts on the chlorophyll to produce carbohydrates such as glucose, using carbon dioxide from the air and water from the soil. Oxygen and water vapor are released into the air as by-products of the process, which is why plants are so beneficial to us indoors.


Most houseplants, including orchids (opposite) and bromeliads, thrive in filtered sunlight, but all green-leaved plants such as philodendrons can live happily away from windows and even in the shade. However, plants with variegated or colored leaves, flowering plants, and cacti and succulents must have good light levels to flower and flourish in your home.
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Temperature and humidity


Every plant has a preferred temperature range in which it will grow well, and it will die if exposed to temperatures outside this range for a long period of time. You should also avoid extreme fluctuations in temperature, as this will shock the plant. As a guide, bear the following ideal temperatures in mind:


• The minimum winter temperature (and for winter dormancy) is 55°F (12°C).


• The average temperature for plants to thrive is 65–75°F (18–24°C).


• Plants from less tropical regions grow well in 50–60°F (10–16°C).


• Fluctuations of 20°F (11°C) or more within 24 hours are detrimental to all plants, so keep temperatures constant.


• Young seedlings will grow best in a constant temperature.


It is also advisable to match the humidity levels to the plant; for example, cacti need a dry atmosphere. If you wish to raise the humidity, try grouping plants together in one place and misting them regularly.
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