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INTRODUCTION
HOW HOUSEPLANTS EARN THEIR KEEP
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For the past two centuries, mankind has been playing with houseplants as if they were pretty toys. We have appreciated their beauty and suspected their power to enrich our lives, yet we are only now learning how they also can foster something everyone wants: to feel happy. The science of happiness is still in its infancy, but houseplants, it seems, have been doling out doses of happiness for a long time. And, with the increasing availability of bright blooming houseplants (which get the highest smile ratings), more and more people are discovering the joys to be found in indoor gardening.


We hope you are one of these people. This book is designed to meet the needs of house-plant growers of all skill levels, from newbies, who often feel a bit anxious about doing the wrong thing and causing their plant to suffer, to experienced plant keepers, who sometimes want to know more about a plant’s background and superior forms that might be available. The plant profiles in Parts 1 and 2 describe how to care for 150 beautiful blooming and foliage houseplants, including many selections that have entered retail markets only in the last ten years. General information on houseplant care is covered, encyclopedia style, in Part 3.


Before we jump into that green world, a short review of how houseplants came to be is in order, as well as an inventory of the benefits they bring to the people who grow them. When it comes to houseplants, history, healing arts, environmental sciences, and interior design intertwine in unique and life-enhancing ways. Expanding your awareness of what house-plants can do will give you a new appreciation for indoor plants wherever you are lucky enough to encounter them — from the waiting room at your dentist’s office to your own kitchen windowsill.



A Brief History of Houseplants



When did people begin keeping indoor plants? It wasn’t so long ago, because people had neither plants nor hospitable indoor environments until modern times. The forerunners to houseplants were medicinal herbs, which monasteries and apothecaries struggled to keep alive in dim, drafty indoor spaces when protected courtyards would not do. The advent of glass windows (which began appearing in Europe in the late 1600s but were not commonplace for another 200 years) were quickly followed by the culture of citrus fruits — the first plants to be widely grown “under glass” in early conservatories. But it was not until plant exploration boomed in the nineteenth century, coupled with the increased availability of window glass, that people had real choices in houseplants and suitable environments in which to grow them. Blown-glass tableware, and even stained glass, predate clear window glass by several hundred years, because forming molten glass into a flat surface is much trickier than creating small pieces or variously shaped bubbles. It’s interesting to imagine the excitement people felt when window glass made it possible to enjoy indoor light year-round — a huge change from pulling closed dark shutters every time a cold wind blew. The next step was to see if plants could also make use of light that came through wavy glass windows.


Social changes supported the move to grow plants indoors. During the Victorian era (1837 to the early 1900s), a nicely kept formal parlor became a symbol of middle-class respectability, and a proper parlor included plants. Many of these plants remain popular today because of their ability to adapt to low light — aspidistra, sanseveria, ferns, and palms. Geraniums also became a fashion craze, and small terrariums planted with tiny tropicals provided the middle class with miniature versions of the glassed-in conservatories kept by the rich. In 1936, George Orwell used the aspidistra as a symbol for the English middle class’s preoccupation with propriety in his comic novel Keep the Aspidistra Flying.
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Miniature greenhouses, or terrariums, were one of the first methods employed for keeping plants indoors.


Meanwhile, in North America, the first half of the twentieth century was a quiet era for houseplants, but they came back into style with a vengeance in the 1960s and 1970s. As part of the back-to-nature movement, people got into green things again, and a new generation of plants was ready to fill the need. Dorm rooms were decked out with dracaenas and philodendrons, and sparsely furnished apartments became jungles of jade plants, crotons, and cacti. Then, as the flower power generation became more involved in careers, raising families, and keeping up yards, their houseplant collections thinned.


But changes are afoot. The generation that embraced houseplants in the 1970s is rediscovering old green friends and making many new ones. The roles houseplants play in peoples’ lives have changed, too. Instead of symbolizing social status or the need for a cleaner, greener world, houseplants are valued for all the things they do, from providing companionship to purifying the air to helping fragile bodies heal. We no longer grow houseplants to impress other people. We grow them to please and nurture ourselves.


How Houseplants Heal


We assign our plants personalities and genders, and even guess at their taste in music. Like animal pets, plants welcome us home when we’ve been away, respond to our care by growing healthy and strong, and draw us into very real relationships. This process can be healing in itself. When people have been badly hurt by others, or face the task of rebuilding a shattered life, therapists and recovery programs often suggest that they begin healing by nurturing a houseplant. Even a simple relationship such as that between a pothos and its keeper is rife with lessons about understanding, responsibility, and patience.
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Clockwise from top: Dendrobium (spray orchid), clivia, Faucaria (tiger’s jaws)




Just What the Doctor Ordered


BASED ON THE CONCEPT THAT PLANTS AID HEALING, horticultural therapy is practiced in nursing homes, rehabilitation centers, and schools worldwide. In situations where outdoor gardening activities are not practical — for example, in nursing homes or Alzheimer’s units — houseplants provide a green connection that enhances healing, decreases frustration, and stimulates memory. And, because of its connection with nurturing and light, working with houseplants is increasingly recommended as a primary therapy for people who suffer depression due to Seasonal Affective Disorder.
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Popular gift plants include (clockwise from left) tulips, cineraria, begonias, hyacinths, and primroses.


Our subtle belief in the healing power of indoor plants is reflected in the gifts we send to those who are sick and grieving. As well as the message to “Feel better,” remember that you can use living plants to send other positive messages: “Good luck in your new business venture,” “Congratulations on your new home,” and “Thanks for a job well done” are commonly written on notecards accompanying houseplants to their new homes. At work and at home, houseplants enter our lives as legacies that remind us of milestone events.


Indeed, more houseplants are given as gifts than are intentionally selected by the people who want to grow them — and sometimes this creates a problem. We are often faced with the challenge of accommodating a plant chosen by others because of its beauty, and this story does not always have a happy ending. If you’ve struggled in the past to please gift plants that never seemed satisfied, don’t be discouraged. Instead, get to know the best sites you have for growing houseplants, and choose species that are likely to prosper. The returns for sharing your home or office with vigorous plants are enormous.


Hardworking Houseplants


The workplace has become home to many pet plants, which is good for workers, employers, and their customers. When you set aside a little space in a work cubicle for a leafy friend, its constant companionship is soothing to the body, mind, and soul, which improves your morale.


The presence of plants at work has other payoffs. Plants actually make for better work, as has been validated in several studies. For example, in a five-story office building in England, four stories were stocked with houseplants. A year later, a clear correlation was found between the plantless floor and increased absenteeism and reduced productivity. In a controlled experiment at Washington State University, students working in a computer lab were more productive and made fewer mistakes when houseplants were within easy view.


Several other studies have found that house-plants improve students’ performance in schools. Because so many bodies are present in classrooms, all breathing in oxygen and exhaling carbon dioxide, carbon dioxide levels are often four to five times as high as they should be. Plants take in carbon dioxide and give off oxygen, so they are a natural choice for helping to set things right. Numerous school systems now recommend keeping classrooms, corridors, and cafeterias well stocked with houseplants. Reducing high carbon dioxide levels helps students stay alert while creating a much more wholesome environment for learning.


The explanation for improved work and school performance in the presence of house-plants goes beyond plants’ abilities to restore healthful oxygen levels. After all, if we could feel smart and positive and well by breathing more oxygen, we would all be walking around wearing oxygen tanks. It is also likely that, in addition to the oxygen plants are putting out, their benefits encompass what they are taking away. As part of their normal transpiration processes, house-plants also clean the air of gaseous chemicals.


NASA scientists have validated the ability of many plants to remove from the air pollutants ranging from ammonia to xylene. Paints, carpeting, furniture, and even our clothing give off pollutants, which can build up to toxic levels in tightly insulated spaces. Houseplants ease this situation (though a large number of houseplants are needed to purify badly tainted air). In new homes or buildings, where indoor chemical pollution is likely to be most acute, a strong case can be made for bringing in as many green plants as the space can hold. Among houseplants, the most efficient air purifiers are heavy transpirers, or species that cycle a lot of water from roots to leaves, such as palms, rubber plants, and corn plants (Dracaena). However, any green plant deserves some credit for making indoor air better for people to breathe.


It is a fact that being near plants improves the quality of every breath you take, but excellent air does not fully explain how a houseplant sitting on the corner of a desk can improve test scores, or how plants in a room increase a hospital patient’s tolerance for pain. Even a simple green scene, such as a sanseveria stationed in a classroom window, can soothe and inspire while quietly ridding the air of excessive carbon dioxide. Clearly, living with plants is good for us, so it makes perfect sense to share our indoor space with generous green friends.
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Low-maintenance sanseveria provides the calming effect of plants at the same time that it purifies the air.


There may be more to this story, because certain aspects of our relationships with plants are beyond the scope of science. Yet there is one basic principle that may be at work here. The green world of trees and grasses is our natural home. It’s where we got our start, and though climate-controlled indoor spaces are comfortable, something important is missing. That something affects our attitudes, work performance, ability to tolerate physical and emotional discomfort, and other variables that add up to happiness.
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An eye-catching assortment of easily grown succulents.


Cultivating Creativity


In making the case for houseplants, one unsung variable is creativity — another fascinating characteristic unique to humans that, when worked regularly like a muscle, makes us feel vibrantly alive. Enter the practice of interiorscaping, in which plants are used as living art. The large windows present in modern homes and offices, particularly those employed in passive solar design, create ideal canvases for tapestries of foliage. Where windows are not available, green plants grown beneath bright supplemental light dramatically transform the mood and vibrancy of any indoor space.


Indoors as well as outdoors, artfully arranged plants evoke a feeling of completion that goes far beyond fads or styles. The business world has learned that good interiorscaping creates the impression of prosperity, which is tightly linked to customer confidence — a well-trodden path to success. Perhaps this is why houseplants are so popular as gifts to new businesses. They also create a welcoming environment in airports, malls, and other public places, where a high priority is given to making the place feel comfortable and inviting.


Wherever houseplants live, they must be given appropriate care in order to flourish, which is the main goal of this book. Whether you enter the houseplant world on purpose or by accident, good care gives plants a fair chance to proclaim themselves as the sovereign life forms that they are, eager to demonstrate their ability to enliven a tabletop, windowsill, or vacant corner. As a plant’s keeper, you become part of its performance. This book will be your tutor in that role, so that as you include plants in your interior spaces, you, too, will come a little closer to having a happy life.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


The world of houseplants is huge and varied, so this book is organized to help you quickly and easily find the information you need. It is divided into three main parts — two plant directories and an in-depth encyclopedia of houseplant care. The first A–Z plant directory contains information on blooming houseplants, which are grown as much for their flowers as for their foliage, and the second A–Z directory covers foliage plants, which typically do not produce flowers. Each directory is alphabetized by botanic name: For a translation of botanic to common, and common to botanic names. (For an explanation of botanic nomenclature.)


Within each A–Z directory, groups of closely related plants (for example, several kinds of cacti in the blooming section and several kinds of ferns in the foliage section), are discussed together, since they share common needs. The whys and hows of caring for these plants are covered in detail in short introductions to each group. The introductory coverage often includes a reference chart to help you compare the characteristics and cultural requirements of individual species and a group roundup of frequently seen problems. Each species then gets its turn in the spotlight.


Many houseplants stand alone, with no close relatives with whom they might be confused. The plant profiles describe each plant’s size and appearance, its preferred growing conditions, the best methods for propagating the plant, and tips for selecting varieties and displaying them to maximum advantage. The individual profiles conclude with a troubleshooting section to help you identify and correct common plant problems. If you find the remedies given in the troubleshooting sections too brief, look at the more detailed information in Part 3: Houseplant Care. If you have any questions about the terminology used in this book, you can consult the Glossary.




Key to Success
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If growing houseplants is a new venture for you, or if you think you may not be able to provide the right spot for many of them, look for this icon at the top right of some entries. These are the plants that thrive in a wide range of light and temperature conditions or aren’t very fussy about their water needs.


Plants that don’t get this signal aren’t necessarily difficult to grow, but check out the [image: Images] in the specifications. This indicates that if you pay attention to that particular need, you’re more likely to succeed with that plant.





WHAT PLANT DO YOU HAVE?


The first step is to identify the houseplant you want to study. This may or may not be provided on a plant tag stuck into the pot. If you know either the plant’s botanical or common name, you can look at the botanic-to-common or common-to-botanic cross reference lists or the index to locate detailed information about the plant. But often foliage plants, in particular, are simply labeled “foliage plant” or “tropical plant.” Use the following Plant Identification Guide, which is designed to help you name your plant, and then refer to the entry in Part 1 or 2 for all you need to know to help it not only survive, but thrive.


TO LEARN MORE


If you find yourself feverishly interested in a certain type of plant, look into the plant societies and specialty mail-order nurseries listed in Resources for Houseplant Lovers. These organizations and companies share your passion and can greatly add to the satisfaction of growing beautiful houseplants.






Plant Identification Guide



IT’S NOT UNUSUAL TO ENJOY YOUR HOUSEPLANTS without knowing their names. Cuttings from friends, supermarket finds, or even plants from nurseries may not be identified, or may be identified incorrectly. But with a proper identification, you’re more able to meet your plant’s needs. This key helps you observe and classify your plant’s characteristics, starting with 5 main, color-coded categories:


• Plants with small “oranges” present


• Plants with no spines but with flowers


• Plants with no ordinary leaves


• Plants with no spines and no flowers


• Plants with spines or hairs on leaves or stems


For instance, your plant has smooth stems (no spines) but it does have flowers, so you go to the heading “No spines, flowers present,” where you have 4 more choices. Because your plant has very showy flowers and plain green, straplike leaves, you’re led to 6 plants that fit that description. Make your match by comparing the photo and description to your plant. Note: Plants listed as “no flowers present” may in fact bloom, but the key was developed to help you identify them either way. Also, the term “flowers” in this chart may refer to colorful bracts.


Small “oranges” present


• Citrus × citrofortunella mitis (pp. 88–89)


• Solanum pseudocapsicum (pp. 148–149)
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PART 1
BLOOMING HOUSEPLANTS


Abutilon


FAMILY: MALVACEAE ORIGIN: BRAZIL



Abutilon hybridum ah-BU-te-lon hi-BRI-dum


ABUTILON, FLOWERING MAPLE


ABUTILON IS CALLED FLOWERING MAPLE because of the shape of its broad, five-lobed leaves, but it is in no way a maple. It is more closely related to the hollyhock and to the weed known as velvet leaf. When given good light and proper care, abutilon rewards its keeper by producing papery blossoms on drooping stems nearly year-round. Flowers may be red, yellow, pink, orange, or peach, depending on variety. Some varieties feature leaves mottled with yellow, but the strongest growers have solid green leaves. Abutilon plants tend toward legginess, so it is important to prune them back by one-third their size in the spring, just before the most vigorous flush of new growth begins. Also pinch back stems occasionally through the summer to promote a full, bushy shape. Regular pruning makes it easy to keep an abutilon less than 18 in/45 cm high and wide. If you want an upright plant to 36 in/1 m tall, tie long branches to sturdy stakes.
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Flowering maple (Abutilon)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: Bright indirect light from a south or west window.


Temperature: Average room temperatures (65–75°F/18–24°C) year-round.


Fertilizer: From spring through fall, feed every 2 weeks with a balanced houseplant fertilizer. In winter, feed monthly, as plants grow more slowly.


Water: Water thoroughly and then allow plants to dry until the top inch of soil feels dry to the touch before watering again. Mist every few days in winter to prevent problems with spider mites when the air is very dry.


Soil: Any peaty potting soil; never add lime, as abutilon likes acidic soil conditions.


[image: Images] Repotting: Repot young plants every 6 months or so to accommodate growing roots. After plants fill an 8 in/20 cm pot, usually when they are 3 years old, propagate new plants from stem tip cuttings and discard the parent plant.


Longevity: Plants become woody and unattractive by the time they are 3 or 4 years old, but can be kept indefinitely by propagating stem tip cuttings.


Propagation: Take 4 in/10 cm-long stem tip cuttings in spring or summer and set them to root in damp seed-starting mix as described on page 299. Use rooting powder. Transplant to potting soil after 4 to 6 weeks, setting three rooted cuttings in a 6 in/15 cm container.


Selections: Abutilon has been extensively hybridized, so there are dozens of named cultivars. Those with mottled or variegated foliage are best grown as foliage plants, because they tend to be weak bloomers.


Display tips: In addition to being grown in pots or hanging baskets, abutilon can be trained to assume a treelike shape by tying the main stem to a sturdy stake and pinching off all branches that emerge from the lowest 15 in/38 cm of stem.
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TROUBLESHOOTING


Plant does not bloom.


CAUSE: Not enough light, or needs additional fertilizer.


REMEDY: Move plant to a place where it will get bright natural light half the day. Switch to a high-phosphorous fertilizer. Some plants bloom very little in winter, but vigorous hybrids should bloom year-round with good light and regular feeding.


Flowers and low leaves drop.


CAUSE: Uneven watering, resulting in some roots remaining dry; too much direct sun.


REMEDY: Rehydrate pot as described on page 328. In summer, move plant to a place where it will be protected from hot midday and afternoon sun.


Sticky leaves; small insects present on leaves.


CAUSE: Aphids.


REMEDY: Prune plant to remove badly infested leaves. Clean thoroughly with plenty of water every 3 days for 2 weeks. See page 269 for more information on controlling this pest.


Leaves are pale and stippled with yellow dots; faint webbing on leaf undersides.


CAUSE: Spider mites.


REMEDY: Isolate plant, and prune off and dispose of badly infested leaves. Clean undersides of remaining leaves with warm, soapy water. Mist daily for a week and see if plant shows signs of recovery. If plant has a stem that is not infested, attempt to propagate its tip, because seriously damaged plants may not be worth saving.


Anthurium


FAMILY: ARACEAE ORIGIN: CENTRAL AND SOUTH AMERICA



Anthurium hybrids an-THUR-i-um


ANTHURIUM, FLAMINGO FLOWER


THE COLORFUL, WAXY, HEART-SHAPED SPATHES of anthurium, which are often seen in cut-flower arrangements, are the reward for growing this tropical plant. Older anthuriums were temperamental, but advances in breeding in the last few decades have resulted in plants that are much more lush, compact, and willing to flower. Blooms, which are really bracts, last for up to 8 weeks, and many vigorous hybrids bloom nearly year-round, taking a brief break in winter. Very compact plants grow to only 12 in/30 cm tall, but larger ones may grow to 18 in/45 cm tall and wide. Flower colors include white, orange, and pink.
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Flamingo flower (Anthurium hybrid)


Do provide ample humidity by keeping your anthurium on a tray filled with damp pebbles or in a room with a humidifier. To keep leaves glossy and free of pests, wipe leaves clean from time to time with a damp cloth or clean plant with a fine spray of warm water. Do not allow pets to chew on anthurium foliage, as it contains calcium oxalate crystals and several toxic proteins that can cause severe mouth burning or skin irritation in all mammals, including humans.




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: Bright to moderate, with no direct sun.


Temperature: Average to warm (65–80°F/18–27°C). Plant grows best when there is little difference between daytime and nighttime temperatures.


Fertilizer: From spring through late summer, feed plants monthly with a high-phosphorus plant food. In fall and winter, feed every 6 weeks with a balanced fertilizer. Newly purchased plants often have time-release fertilizer in the pot and need no feeding until plant is repotted.


[image: Images] Water: In spring and summer, water frequently to keep soil lightly moist. Leach pots once or twice in summer as described on page 263. In fall and winter, water less, but do not allow soil to dry out. Maintain moderate to high humidity.


Soil: A peaty potting soil, such as African violet mix.


Repotting: Repot annually in spring, shifting plant to a slightly larger pot. Set plant high, so the crown sits just above the soil line. If roots show at the surface between repottings, cover them with moss or a light sprinkling of potting soil.


Longevity: 5 years or more; indefinitely when propagated by division.


Propagation: When plant produces a new crown more than an inch away from the main one, gently pull it away when repotting plant and set it in a small container. With good care, it should begin blooming after about a year.


Selections: Look for named varieties, many of which will have trademarks on the plant tags. These are hybrids bred for compact growth and heavy flowering.


Display tips: Keep plant in a handsome ceramic pot that coordinates well with the color of the blooms. Snip out central flower to prolong the life of the colorful spathes and to avoid pollen on tabletops.
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TROUBLESHOOTING


Plant does not bloom.


CAUSE: Young age; too little light; too much nitrogen fertilizer.


REMEDY: Plants do not bloom until they are about 1 year old. To promote bud formation, move plant to a bright place, such as filtered light from a south or west window. After buds open, move plant to lower light. Check the fertilizer analysis to make sure the second number (phosphorous) is higher than the first one (nitrogen).


Leaves turn yellow.


CAUSE: Overwatering.


REMEDY: Check drainage holes to make sure they are not plugged by debris. Water less, and consider repotting plant using a peaty soil mix that includes perlite. Anthuriums need a little air around their roots.


Lower leaves are yellow with brown tips.


CAUSE: Overfertilization.


REMEDY: Leach pot as described on page 263. Resume feeding after a month, mixing fertilizer at half the normal strength. Brown leaf tips without yellowing may be a sign of extremely dry air. In this case, increase humidity.


Small insects flit about at soil’s surface.


CAUSE: Fungus gnats.


REMEDY: Allow surface to dry between waterings. See page 270 for other control measures for this pest.


Aphelandra


FAMILY: ACANTHACEAE ORIGIN: BRAZIL



Aphelandra squarrosa
ah-fee-LAN-druh squar-OH-sa


ZEBRA PLANT, SAFFRON SPIKE


APHELANDRA’S GLOSSY GREEN LEAVES marked with bold white leaf veins are reason enough to grow this plant, which matures into a 4-foot-tall, evergreen shrub in its tropical homeland of Brazil. Potted plants usually grow to no more than 15 in/38 cm tall and are best kept in pots no larger than 6 in/15 cm in diameter. Most people obtain a blooming aphelandra, which shows a lovely cluster of yellow bracts from which emerge delicate, yellow, tubular flowers. The flowers last only a few days, but the bracts often persist for 4 to 8 weeks. After the bracts deteriorate, clip them off and allow the plant to rest in a cool room for about 2 months. As light becomes more abundant in late spring, move plant to a bright place near a south or west window, but not in direct sunlight. Or, shift it to a shady porch or patio. When exposed to bright light for 3 months, aphelandra will usually rebloom in the fall, its natural bloom season. Light intensity rather than day length triggers flowering. A zebra plant may not bloom when kept in low light, but it will earn its place with its exotic foliage.
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Zebra plant (Aphelandra squarrosa)




SPECIFICATIONS


[image: Images] Light: In spring and summer, bright. In fall and winter, moderate.


Temperature: Warm (65–80°F/18–27°C).


Fertilizer: From spring through fall, feed every 2 weeks. Leach pots twice during the summer (see page 263). In winter, feed only every 6 weeks.


Water: Keep soil constantly moist. Do not let this plant dry out. Maintain moderate to high humidity.


Soil: Potting soil amended with peat moss or African violet mix.


Repotting: Annually in spring to refresh soil. Keep plants slightly rootbound.


Longevity: 1 to several years; indefinitely if propagated from rooted cuttings.


Propagation: Take stem tip cuttings in spring and root as described on page 299. Use rooting powder to speed rooting.


Selections: The most common cultivar, ‘Dania’, has emerald green leaves with white veins. The white venation is more dramatic in ‘Apollo’. ‘Red Apollo’ features stems and leaf undersides blushed with red.


Display tips: Wipe leaves often with a damp cloth to keep them glossy. Display in a prominent place in fall, when the plant is in bloom.
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TROUBLESHOOTING


Leaves become crinkled or curled.


CAUSE: Too much light.


REMEDY: Move plant to a shadier location.


Growing tips wilt.


CAUSE: Soil too dry.


REMEDY: Aphelandra requires constant moisture, which can be a challenge in summer when the plant is kept in bright light. Rehydrate pots that may have dried out in the center (see page 328). This often happens with rootbound plants grown in a peaty potting mix.


Lowest leaves wilt and drop off.


CAUSE: Too dry; too wet; excessive fertilizer.


REMEDY: Maintain constant moisture and reduce strength of fertilizer solution. Leach pots to remove possible accumulated salts (see page 263).


Small yellow spots on leaves; tiny flying insects are present.


CAUSE: Whitefly.


REMEDY: Isolate plant and install sticky traps as described on page 278.


Plant is weak; grows slowly; small flying insects present.


CAUSE: Fungus gnats.


REMEDY: The moist, peaty soil aphelandra prefers is attractive to this irritating pest. Keep soil slightly dry for several days, then trap larvae with potato pieces as described on page 271.


White cottony masses on stems.


CAUSE: Mealybug.


REMEDY: Remove mealybugs with a cotton swab dipped in alcohol or vegetable oil. Follow other control measures described on page 273.


Small sucking insects on leaf undersides and new leaves.


CAUSE: Aphids.


REMEDY: Clean plant thoroughly with water, then spray with insecticidal soap. See other control measures on page 269.


Begonias


Begonias


NAMED AFTER SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY, French-born plantsman Michel Begon, the begonia family includes more than 900 species, and there are ten times that many named hybrids. Most begonias grown as houseplants come from tropical regions, so they are warm-natured plants. All begonias have fleshy stems and lopsided leaves, with half of the leaf larger than the other half. Leaves vary in shape from elongated hearts to pointed, ivylike forms, and some begonias have rounded leaves with scalloped edges. Begonia flowers are either male or female. The male flowers tend to be short lived, while the female flowers persist for weeks as enclosures for winged seedpods.
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Angel-wing begonia (Begonia × corallina)


Numerous “outdoor” begonias can be grown indoors for short periods, including the wax begonias used as indestructible bedding plants in the summer garden, and tuberous begonias, often grown in hanging baskets kept outdoors in shady areas. Yet three types of begonia make superior houseplants: angel-wing begonias, fancy-leafed begonias, and winter-blooming begonias. Each type is discussed in detail on pages 12–14, since each has unique characteristics.


Caring for Begonias


Begonias vary in size, longevity, and their most remarkable features. Angel-wing begonias make wonderful houseplants, since they produce showy leaves and pretty flowers. They are also reasonably long lived and easy to propagate by rooting stem cuttings. Fancy-leafed begonias are more challenging to grow, but their stained-glass leaves are among the most painterly plants in existence. Most people use winter-blooming begonias as short-lived color plants for winter windowsills. When the last flowers fade, you can discard the plants or keep them long enough to propagate new plants from rooted stem cuttings.


Light: Begonias need moderate light in summer, so they fare well when grown near an east window or under fluorescent lights. Those that bloom benefit from increased light in winter, when they perform best near a south or west window.


Temperature: Protect plants from chilling, as they are easily damaged by temperatures below 55°F/13°C. A temperature range of 65–75°F/18–24°C is ideal for most begonias.


Fertilizer: A steady diet of liquid fertilizer diluted to half the normal strength will keep begonias happy. Feed plants every 2 weeks while they are actively growing. Flowering begonias benefit from a high-phosphorous plant food. With fancy-leafed begonias, a balanced plant food is fine.


Water: Begonias are easily damaged by overwatering, yet they also suffer when their soil becomes extremely dry. Watering practices vary slightly with begonia type, but as a general practice it is prudent to allow the top inch of soil to become nearly dry between waterings. Begonias need moderate to high humidity. Make use of trays filled with dampened pebbles or use a humidifier in areas where you grow begonias. Avoid frequent misting, which can lead to problems with powdery mildew. Because of their need for humidity, begonias are good plants to grow in the same room with orchids, bromeliads, or ferns.


Soil: Provide begonias with a peaty yet well-drained soilless mix, such as African violet soil. Many good-quality potting soils that include perlite, which lightens the mix texture, are satisfactory for these plants. Heavy soil that dries slowly is not a good choice for begonias.


Repotting: Begonias often are sorted according to their root types, which can be fibrous or tuberous or include a thick rhizome that spreads over the surface of the soil. Root type influences container size and shape. Angel-wing begonias have fibrous roots and grow best when slightly rootbound in smallish pots. Most fancy-leafed selections develop rhizomes that grow near the soil’s surface, so the best containers for them are broad and shallow. Winter-blooming begonias usually need no repotting unless you want to shift them to a more decorative container.


Be careful not to plant any begonia in a large pot, as this can lead to problems with overwatering and root rot. After repotting, tap on the sides of the pot to tamp soil into place, but do not press it down hard with your fingers. A bit of air left in the potting mix is good for begonias.
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Winter-blooming begonia (Begoni × hiemalis)


Propagating: All begonias can be propagated by setting stem tip cutting to root in a warm, humid environment. Fancy-leafed types can be propagated from petiole leaf cuttings, as is done with African violets (see page 302). They have the further distinction of being the only commonly grown houseplants that will develop plantlets when a leaf is pinned to the surface of dampened seed-starting mix. Although interesting, this method is slow compared to rooting petiole leaf cuttings, and not nearly as dependable. Some begonias can also be grown from seed, though hybrids are best propagated vegetatively, by rooting stem cuttings or leaves.


Small details: Begonias often react badly to changes in their environment, so it is wise to provide special care when bringing a new one into your home or office. Buy from a local source if possible, or purchase a small plant if it must be shipped. Reputable suppliers will ship plants only in warm weather. When you get the plant home, protect it from exposure to drafts and dryness by enclosing it in a loose plastic bag for a few days. Babying the plant along during its first few weeks in its new location can make a dramatic difference in a begonia’s short- and long-term welfare.
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Pruned stems from angel-wing begonias make good cut flowers.


TROUBLESHOOTING


Leaves turn yellow or brown and fall off.


CAUSE: Overwatering.


REMEDY: Keep plants in small pots and water only after the surface becomes dry. Cool conditions and oversized pots contribute to this problem.


Tan spots on leaves; plants rot at the base.


CAUSE: Botrytis, a fungal disease.


REMEDY: If possible, remove affected leaves and propagate new plants from clean stem tip cuttings. This disease is common with rooted cuttings, and is best prevented by using a clean, pathogen-free rooting medium.


Spots with yellow halos on leaves.


CAUSE: Bacterial leaf spot.


REMEDY: On angel-wing and fancy-leafed begonias, remove affected leaves and increase air circulation. Dispose of infected winter-blooming begonias, as they carry this disease throughout their systems.


Flowers twisted and distorted, especially on winter-blooming begonias.


CAUSE: Thrips or mites.


REMEDY: See page 276 and check for presence of thrips. If present, pinch off affected leaves and buds and dispose of them. With good care, plants should rebloom in a few weeks. Mites are a more persistent pest. If flowers and new leaves are distorted, but no thrips are present, assume mites are the problem and dispose of the infested plant.


White powdery patches on leaves.


CAUSE: Powdery mildew, a fungal disease.


REMEDY: Remove affected leaves at the first sign of this disease. Increase air circulation around the plants. Older leaves are more susceptible than young ones, so propagating new plants annually is a good preventive strategy.


White cottony creatures on stems and leaves.


CAUSE: Mealybugs.


REMEDY: Isolate plant, and remove mealybugs by hand using a cotton swab dipped in alcohol. Repeat every 5 days until problem is controlled. Do not use oil sprays on begonias to control mealybugs or other pests.


Leaves of fancy-leafed begonias become pale and brittle.


CAUSE: Excessive light; dry air.


REMEDY: Move plant to a spot with reduced light and increase humidity. When new leaves appear with good color, propagate a few to grow a new plant.




Getting to Know Begonias


In addition to the three types of begonias described below, there are many more available from specialty greenhouses and collectors.
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Fancy-leafed begonias show mesmerizing variegation patterns.


Begonias


FAMILY: BEGONIACEAE ORIGIN: SOUTH AMERICA



Begonia × corallina, other species and hybrids be-GO-nee-uh ko-ra-LEE-nuh


ANGEL-WING BEGONIA, CANE BEGONIA


WITH MARVELOUSLY MARKED LEAVES and elegant pendant flower clusters, angel-wing begonias are the best types to grow as house-plants. There are dozens of species and named hybrids, which vary in size, leaf variegation, and flower color. Dwarf selections grow to only 12 in/30 cm and can be kept as table plants, while large ones become nearly shrublike within a few years’ time, often growing more than 36 in/90 cm tall and wide. Bloom time varies with cultivar, but most angel-wings bloom best in late winter and spring. The varieties named below are among the strongest rebloomers, often producing several flushes of flowers at different times of year.
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Angel-wing begonia (Begonia × corallina)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: In spring and summer, bright filtered light with no direct sun. In fall and winter, bright light, including up to 4 hours of direct sun.


Temperature: Average room temperatures (65–75°F/18–24°C) year-round.


[image: Images] Fertilizer: Feed every 2 weeks with a high-phosphorous plant food mixed at half the normal strength.


Water: Allow soil to become dry to within 1 in/2.5 cm of the surface between thorough waterings.


Soil: A light, peaty soilless mix such as African violet potting soil.


Repotting: Repot annually in spring, shifting plant to a slightly larger container. Add pebbles or broken crockery to the bottom of the pot to increase weight and improve drainage. Very large specimens may need staking.


Longevity: 4 to 5 years, or indefinitely when propagated from stem tip cuttings.


Propagation: In spring or summer, root nonflowering stem tip cuttings in perlite, seed-starting mix, or a half-and-half mixture of peat moss and sand, as described on page 300.


Selections: ‘Bubbles’ is naturally dwarf, and produces orange-red flowers almost continuously. Pink-flowered ‘Looking Glass’ grows 12–36 in/30–90 cm tall, and features metallic silver leaves with olive green veins and red undersides. The dark reddish leaves of ‘Cracklin Rosie’ are speckled with pink, while long-limbed ‘Sophie Cecile’ has green leaves speckled with white. For hanging baskets, white-flowered ‘Orococo’ is a real beauty, with ivy-shaped, green-gold leaves edged with dark red.


Display tips: Angel-wing begonias are beautiful year-round, and deserve a prominent position where they can be admired constantly.





FAMILY: BEGONIACEAE ORIGIN: INDIA AND SOUTHEAST ASIA



Begonia rex, B. masoniana, other species and hybrids bee-GO-nee-uh REKS, b. may-so-nee-AN-uh


FANCY-LEAFED BEGONIA, PAINTED-LEAF BEGONIA, REX BEGONIA, IRON CROSS


BREATHTAKING TO BEHOLD, fancy-leafed begonias produce large leaves, to 6 in/15 cm long, dramatically marked with silver, green, pink, and burgundy. They need slightly less light than blooming begonias, and do well when grown under fluorescent lights. Pinching off buds and blossoms helps to maintain large, healthy leaves. To provide the high humidity these begonias crave, cover plants with a plastic tent at night, which works like a humidity chamber.


Fancy-leafed begonias sometimes shed their leaves and become dormant in winter. When this happens, clip off the withered leaves, allow the soil to become almost dry, and enclose the pot in a plastic bag. Keep it at 60°F/16°C until new growth appears, 6 to 10 weeks later.
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Rex begonia (Begonia rex) and iron cross begonia (B. masoniana)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: Bright indirect light or fluorescent light year-round.


Temperature: Average room temperatures (65–75°F/18–24 cm) year-round.


Fertilizer: From spring through fall, feed every 2 weeks with a balanced houseplant fertilizer. In winter, feed plants monthly unless they are dormant.


[image: Images] Water: Water lightly yet frequently to keep soil constantly moist, but avoid overwatering. Plants need moderate to high humidity, but heavy misting can cause spots to form on leaves. Use trays filled with moist pebbles, a humidifier, or a plastic tent instead.


Soil: Use a light-textured, fast-draining medium such as African violet mix.


Repotting: Using shallow pots, repot plants in early spring so the rhizome is barely visible at the soil’s surface. Repot dormant plants as soon as new growth appears.


Longevity: Individual plants grow for 2 to 3 years, but can be kept indefinitely when propagated from stem or leaf cuttings.


Propagation: You can divide rhizomes when repotting, but it’s safest to root medium-sized leaves in early summer; handle these like petiole leaf cuttings see page 302.


Selections: ‘Iron Cross’ begonia (B. masoniana) features apple green leaves marked with dark brown crosses; leaves have a distinctively puckered texture. Leaves of various B. rex and B. boweri hybrids may be spotted, as in varieties with ‘Tiger’ in their name. Other hybrids show flaming variegation patterns in pink, silver, and various shades of green.


Display tips: Young plants are ideal for tank-sized terrariums. Larger plants demand exacting care and high humidity.





Begonias


FAMILY: BEGONIACEAE ORIGIN: HYBRID OF TUBEROUS AND WAX BEGONIA SPECIES



Begonia × hiemalis bee-GO-nee-uh hy-MA-lis


WINTER-BLOOMING BEGONIA, REIGER HYBRID BEGONIA


CREATED IN 1955, WINTER-BLOOMING BEGONIAS are usually called Reiger hybrids. Ongoing breeding work continues to improve these plants, which are increasingly available on the brink of bloom in early winter. Mature plants in full flower stand 12–18 in/30–45 cm tall. They feature numerous camellia-like blossoms, to 2 in/5 cm wide, that may be red, pink, salmon, orange, or yellow. To prolong flowering time, gingerly pinch off individual flowers as they fade.


These plants are bred for a single season of enjoyment, but it is possible to keep them from year to year. When flowering subsides, taper off water and allow plants to become nearly dry. Cut foliage back to 3 in/7.5 cm, allow plants to rest for 6 weeks, then commence watering. When new stems are 3 in/7.5 cm long, cut them off and root them; discard the parent plant. In the fall, keep plants in natural light, since short days (less than 12 hours long) and cool nights trigger the formation of buds.
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Winter-blooming begonia (Begonia × hiemalis)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: Near a cool, bright window.


Temperature: At night, 60°F/16°C. During the day, 70–75°F/21–24°C year-round.


Fertilizer: Feed every 3 weeks with a high-phosphorous fertilizer mixed at half the normal strength.


Water: Allow soil to dry to 1 in/2.5 cm below surface between thorough soakings. Keep plants on trays filled with damp pebbles to increase humidity.


Soil: Fast-draining mix that includes peat and perlite, such as African violet potting soil.


Repotting: Should plants become rootbound, shift them to slightly larger pots.


Longevity: 6 months, or indefinitely when propagated from stem tip cuttings.


[image: Images] Propagation: After plants have been cut back, rested, and begin to regrow, take 3 in/7.5 cm–long stem cuttings and root them in damp perlite, seed-starting mix, or a half-and-half mixture of peat moss and sand, as described on page 300.


Selections: Labeled as ‘Eliator’ or ‘Reiger’ hybrids, it is best to buy plants that show good bud color but have not yet begun to bloom.


Display tips: These are ideal plants for a sunny winter windowsill, where they can be teamed with amaryllis, cyclamen, and other winter-blooming plants.






Bromeliads


COMMONLY KNOWN AS THE PINEAPPLE FAMILY, bromeliads grow wild in the rain forests of South America. The first bromeliad brought to Europe was indeed the pineapple, which Columbus found growing in the West Indies in 1493. After that, nearly 300 years passed before other bromeliads were introduced to the civilized world. These plants were grown in the conservatories of wealthy Europeans, and only gradually made their way into the houseplant world. Compared to other houseplants, bromeliads are definitely newcomers.
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Blushing bromeliad (Neoregelia carolinae ‘Tricolor’)


All bromeliads are members of the Bromeliaceae family, which includes many plants that grow in the crotches of tree limbs, others that anchor themselves to rocks, and some that sink their roots into the forest floor. Bromeliads are unique in their ability to absorb moisture and nutrients from the air through tiny leaf scales, called trichomes. In addition, many species form rosettes of stiff leaves that overlap at the base to form a reservoir that holds water. Often called a cup or tank, this reservoir provides the plant with water and nutrients, which are released as insects and forest debris caught in the cup slowly decay.


In homes and offices, most bromeliads need a moderately moist environment where they can receive direct light for half the day. Some species tolerate dry air better than others, but all bromeliads grow best when humidity levels hover around 50 percent. They are therefore good plants to partner with ferns and other plants that need moist air. Bromeliad roots are quite skimpy, so they can be kept in smallish pots. For a dramatic display, you can grow young plants tethered to pieces of wood or large stones, with their roots wrapped in sphagnum moss.
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The bracts of many bromeliads, such as this scarlet star (Guzmania lingulata), color up as the plants prepare to bloom.


All bromeliads bloom, usually when the plants are 3 to 5 years old. The blooms are actually clusters of colorful bracts, from which small, often vividly colored flowers emerge. The bracts persist for several weeks. After a bromeliad blooms, it slowly dies. But before it expires, the parent plant produces several offsets, or pups, which grow from the leaf crevices of the outermost leaves. When the pups are a third the size of the failing parent plant, they can be cut away, repotted, and grown into the next generation (see page 20).


Caring for Bromeliads


Read below about the best potting soil and watering and fertilization practices for bromeliads. Never use any type of oil to clean bromeliad leaves or control pests, since oil can interfere with the work of the leaf scales. Also be careful where you place bromeliads, since the plants easily fall over when they become top-heavy, and some species have sharp spines along the edges of the leaves.


Light: Bromeliads vary in their preferences for light. Those with stiff leaves, such as urn plant and variegated pineapple, need more light than species that have more pliable foliage, such as queen’s tears. The plant profiles that follow give specific light recommendations, but you also can memorize the phrase “soft leaf/soft light, hard leaf/hard light,” as a good rule of thumb. In simple terms, bromeliads with soft leaves do well when grown near an east window, while those with hard leaves prefer the stronger light found by a west window. Soft-leafed bromeliads are often kept indoors year-round, while those with stiff leaves enjoy spending part of the summer outdoors in a place that receives a few hours of morning or afternoon sun.


Temperature: Average room temperatures are fine for most bromeliads, which should never be chilled by temperatures below 60°F/16°C. Some species, such as scarlet star (Guzmania) and flaming sword (Vriesea) resent temperatures above 80°F/27°C, so they are best kept indoors in climates with very warm summers. Others, particularly air plant (Tillandsia) and variegated pineapple (Ananas), are much more likely to bloom if treated to a warm summer outdoors. When moving plants outdoors in summer, gradually accustom them to increasing light levels, and never place them where they must endure intense midday sun. When shifted to bright light too quickly, bromeliad leaves can sunburn.


Fertilizer: Bromeliads are not heavy feeders, but they grow better when fed regularly in summer. Most grow best with an all-purpose liquid plant food diluted to half the normal strength. With most bromeliads, it is best to spray the fertilizer solution on the leaves and into the tank, while also dribbling a small amount into the soil. See the plant profiles for specific feeding recommendations for each species.


As bromeliads reach maturity, which usually takes 3 years or more, you can encourage the formation of flowers by feeding them a small pinch of Epsom salts (magnesium sulfate). Mix it into the water or fertilizer. The magnesium helps to initiate flowers. Another method for encouraging flower formation is to enclose a mature plant in a clear plastic bag along with a ripe apple or several apple cores for 1 to 2 weeks. The ethylene gas given off by the apple helps initiate bud formation. To avoid overheating, be sure to keep the plant out of direct sun when it is enclosed in a plastic bag.


Water: Most bromeliads gather water in their tanks, or reservoirs, and only a little moisture from natural rainfall penetrates the leaves to reach the roots. Keep this in mind when watering bromeliads. Many bromeliads are sensitive to minerals and chemicals in tap water, so they prefer rainwater or distilled water. Slow growth or browning of leaf tips can be due to hard water.


When watering bromeliads, spray a little water on the leaves, replenish the water in the reservoir, and dampen the soil only when it becomes very dry. A few species need more moisture in their soil, but as with other houseplants, overwatering greatly increases the risk of root rot, especially in winter when temperatures may be cooler. It is also good maintenance to dump out any water left in the reservoir after 10 days or so before refilling it with a fresh supply. If lifting the plant to empty the reservoir is too cumbersome, you can remove the old water with a bulb-type turkey baster. Place slightly less water in the reservoir when the plants produce a flowering spike. Excessive water left sitting in the cup can cause the base of a flower spike to rot.


Soil: Most bromeliads take up nutrients and moisture through their leaves and cups, so they do not depend on their roots for sustenance the way most other plants do. And, because many bromeliads are tree-dwellers, their roots are accustomed to sudden flushes of moisture followed by periods of dryness. Fast drainage is therefore important, along with some air in the root zone. To meet these needs, use a special bromeliad mix comprised of 1 part peat moss, 1 part sand or perlite, and 1 part chopped, decomposed tree bark or pine needles. This is an acidic mix, which is good. Never add lime to potting mixes used for bromeliads. If you prefer, potting soil developed for use with orchids is suitable for bromeliads.


Repotting: Bromeliads have scant root systems, and most grow best when kept in small pots. Restricted roots also control the plants’ size and may help them to flower, too. Young plants that are actively growing usually benefit from yearly repotting, which is best done in spring. After 2 to 3 years, plants often can be held in a 5–6 in/12.5–15 cm pot until they bloom and produce offspring. Whether you are repotting a large plant or small offsets, watch the planting depth and be careful not to set plants too deeply. Deep planting can cause a bromeliad to rot. If the plant has such skimpy roots that it will not stay upright in its new container, surround it with a “fence” of wood skewers pushed into the soil. Remove them in a month or two, after the plant has established a sound anchor of new roots.
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Graceful queen’s tears (Billbergia nutans) gets its common name because of the drops of nectar that frequently “weep” from its pendulous blossoms.


Propagating: Bromeliads are grown from offsets, often called pups. Some species develop offsets before they flower, but it is more typical to see pups emerging after the parent plant has bloomed and begun to decline. If desired, you can trim back the failing leaves of the parent plant to give the pups more light, but do not remove it too soon. The offsets feed off of the deteriorating tissues of the parent plant.


Remove and repot the pups when they are one-third to one-half the size of the parent. It is usually best to do this by repotting the entire family. Use a sharp knife to separate the pups, and pot them in a lightly moist potting mix. Planting the offsets in a very wet medium can cause them to rot. Offsets that grow quickly may need repotting in only six months, but most grow slowly, and can wait until spring to be moved into a slightly larger container.
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Wait until bromeliad pups are at least one-third the size of their parent plant to cut them away and repot them in small containers.


Small details: Patience is important with bromeliads, which must be mature before they will bloom. Under ideal conditions, the bromeliad life cycle is completed in 3 years, but plants often need a year or two longer when grown indoors. When buying plants, choose those that have not yet bloomed or have just begun to show a flower spike. Bromeliads in full bloom will expire within a few weeks, and you will have to wait years for another good show of flowers.
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Giving pink quill (Tillandsia cyanea) a cool winter’s rest increases the chance that mature plants will bloom.



TROUBLESHOOTING



Tips of leaves turn brown.


CAUSE: Conditions are too hot or too dry. In winter, increase humidity by placing plant near a humidifier or misting it every other day. In summer, move plant to a shady place outdoors. Use a spray bottle to water the leaves, reservoir, and roots of the plant. Bromeliad pots should never be allowed to become completely dry.


Brown spots on leaves.


CAUSE: Sunburn.


REMEDY: Expose plants to direct sun gradually, especially in summer when sunlight is very intense.


Plant rots at the base without blooming.


CAUSE: Soil is too wet; insufficient air circulation.


REMEDY: Plants that develop root rot often cannot be saved.


Plant does not bloom.


CAUSE: Immature; receives insufficient light.


REMEDY: Move to a slightly brighter location. Keeping plants in small containers helps encourage flower formation. Most bromeliads do not bloom until they are at least 3 years old. See “Fertilizer” on page 18 for more tips on promoting bromeliad flowers.


Flower spike rots at the base.


CAUSE: Too much water in reservoir.


REMEDY: Reduce the amount of water placed in the reservoir after the flower spike emerges. Instead, water plants by spraying the leaves until thoroughly wet, then dribbling water into the pots.


Offsets die without rooting.


CAUSE: Offsets taken when too small; humidity too low.


REMEDY: Wait until the parent plant is nearly dead to remove pups. For the first 3 to 4 weeks after repotting offsets, enclose them in a plastic bag to maintain very humid conditions.


Brown disks on leaves.


CAUSE: Scale insects.


REMEDY: These sucking insects occasionally infest bromeliads. Gently remove by hand by scraping them off with your fingernail. Repeat every few days, then spray plants with insecticidal soap after testing plant for tolerance. See page 273 for more on this pest.


White woolly patches on leaves, especially in crevices between leaves.


CAUSE: Mealybugs.


REMEDY: Mealybugs are an occasional problem on bromeliads. Remove with a cotton swab dipped in alcohol; repeat every 3 days until the plants are clean.
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Bromeliads with soft, arching leaves, such as queens’ tears (Billbergia nutans), require less light than those with stiffer leaves.




Getting to Know Eight Beautiful Bromeliads


In the following pages, eight of the most popular, easy-to-grow bromeliads are described in detail. They are listed in alphabetical order by botanical name, but you may not know a bromeliad’s botanical name if you bought it without benefit of an identification tag. This chart will help you identify which bromeliad you have, so that you can then turn to the appropriate plant profile to get to know your bromeliad better.
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FAMILY: BROMELIACEAE ORIGIN: BRAZIL



Aechmea fasciata ak-MEE-uh fa-see-AH-tuh


URN PLANT, SILVER VASE PLANT


THE STIFF, UPRIGHT SHAPE OF URN PLANT serves it well in its natural habitat — the floor of South American rain forests. The tough, arching leaves have a waxy finish, which helps the plant gather water in its reservoir. Individual leaves can grow to 15 in/37.5 cm long, and well-grown plants may reach 20 in/50 cm in height. Mature plants produce a quilled, pinkish orange bract that persists for 4 to 6 weeks. If a 4-year-old plant shows no signs of blooming, try pushing it along with Epsom salts and ethylene gas released by fresh fruit (see page 18). Spring is the best season to induce bloom; bright light also promotes flowering. After flowering, urn plant usually produces two to three pups.
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Urn plant (Aechmea fasciata)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: Bright light from an east or west window.


Temperature: In summer, plants enjoy moving outdoors, provided temperatures range between 70–85°F/21–30°C. In fall, winter and early spring, average room temperatures (65–75°F/18–24°C).


Fertilizer: In summer, feed monthly with a liquid plant food mixed at half the normal strength. Spray it on the leaves, fill the reservoir at least 1 in/2.5 cm deep, and also fertilize the roots. In winter, feed plants every other month.


Water: Replenish water in the reservoir when it dries out, at least every 10 days. Lightly water the roots weekly in summer, less often in winter. Do not allow the roots to dry out completely in any season.


Soil: Orchid potting soil or a bromeliad mix (see page 18).


Repotting: Repot young plants annually in spring until they fill an 8-inch pot.


Longevity: Plants mature in 3 to 4 years.


Propagation: Divide and repot offsets when they are 4 to 6 months old and at least 6 in/15 cm tall.


Selections: In addition to the green-leafed form, ‘Purpurea’ features leaves blushed with maroon, and ‘Variegata’ has creamy longitudinal stripes on the leaves.


Display tips: Grow urn plant in its own pot near plants with lush green foliage, such as ferns or flowering houseplants that need abundant light. Young pups can be mounted on a piece of wood for one season.





Bromeliads


FAMILY: BROMELIACEAE ORIGIN: BRAZIL AND PARAGUAY



Ananas comosus ‘Variegatus’ ah-NAH-nus ko-MOH-sus


IVORY PINEAPPLE, VARIEGATED PINEAPPLE


THE SAME SPECIES AS THE EDIBLE PINEAPPLE, ivory pineapple is grown primarily for its long leaves with creamy margins studded with sharp spines. Plants can get quite large, to 36 in/90 cm tall and 6 ft/1.8 m across, but keeping them in 8 in/20 cm pots helps to control their size. Plants that are 5 to 6 years old produce a pinkish fruiting spike that slowly grows into a small brown pineapple over a period of 3 months. Although it lacks the sweet flavor of cultivated pineapples, which grow in hot sun, it is fun to watch as it matures.


Potted pineapples benefit from strong light and warm temperatures, so it is best to move them outdoors in summer. Gradually accustom the plants to increased light. Move the plants back indoors when nights begin to cool in the fall, and then place them in a very warm, brightly lit location.
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Ivory pineapple (Ananas comosus ‘Variegatus’)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: In summer, move plant outdoors to partial sun. In fall, winter and early spring, a half day of direct light from an east or west window.


[image: Images] Temperature: In winter, warm (above 65°F/18°C). In summer, very warm (to 85°F/29°C).


Fertilizer: From late spring through summer, feed plant every 2 weeks with liquid plant food mixed at half the normal strength. In winter, feed monthly.


Water: In summer, provide moisture by thoroughly spraying the leaves with water twice weekly. Also water the roots when the top half of the soil becomes dry. In winter, plants kept indoors need less water due to lower temperatures and less sun. Use similar practices about once a week.


Soil: Orchid potting mix or African violet soil. This bromeliad needs a heavier soil than most other species.


Repotting: Every 2 years in spring. When repotting, do not press the soil down, as this plant likes a little air around its roots. Wear gloves and long sleeves when handling this spiny plant.


Longevity: Individual plants live 5 to 6 years.


Propagation: If the plant produces a fruit, cut off its top when the leaves in the rosette are 4 in/10 cm long, allow it to dry for a day, and then pot it in a lightly dampened mixture of peat moss and sand. You also can pot up offsets that emerge after the parent plant begins to die.


Selections: You can grow a regular pineapple by cutting off the top and rooting it, but the variegated form makes a much more attractive houseplant.


Display tips: This plant needs plenty of room and abundant sun. It makes a good floor plant in rooms with large windows, particularly when grown in close company with tropical-looking palms.





FAMILY: BROMELIACEAE ORIGIN: ARGENTINA AND BRAZI



Billbergia nutans bil-BER-gee-uh NOO-tans


QUEEN’S TEARS, FRIENDSHIP PLANT


POPULAR AND EASY TO GROW, queen’s tears gets its name from the tendency of the flowers to weep droplets of nectar. It is also a willing producer of offsets, which can be shared among friends, hence its other common name, friendship plant. Young plants grow into upright rosettes. As the leaves age, they arch outward. Mature plants are typically 16 in/40 cm tall and up to 30 in/75 cm wide. Plants bloom when they are 2 to 3 years old, usually in spring, bearing pendant red or pink bracts with green, purple, or yellow flowers inside. Too much light can make the leaves take on a reddish cast, but increased light levels available outdoors in summer encourage mature plants to bloom the following spring. This bromeliad tolerates dry indoor air better than others, but still benefits from being kept in a spot where it can be misted often to increase humidity.
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Queen’s tears (Billbergia nutans)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: In summer, partial shade outdoors. In fall, winter and early spring, bright light from an east or west window.


Temperature: In summer, enjoys warm temperatures outdoors (65–80°F/18–27°C). In fall, winter and early spring, cool to average room temperatures (60–75°F/16–24°C); can tolerate brief winter chilling to 40°F/4°C.


Fertilizer: In spring and summer, feed leaves and roots with houseplant fertilizer mixed at half the normal strength every two weeks. In fall and winter, feed monthly.


Water: In spring and summer, water the leaves, reservoir, and roots as needed to keep the cups filled and roots lightly moist. In fall and winter, keep slightly dry to reduce problems with root rot.


Soil: Bromeliad mix or orchid potting soil.


Repotting: Annually in spring until plant fills a 5 in/12.5 cm pot. Then wait until after flowering to repot offsets.


Longevity: Individual plants usually live for 3 years.


Propagation: When parent plant fails after flowering, use a sharp-tipped knife to cut it off at the soil line. Repot pups when they are about 6 in/15 cm tall.


Selections: This plant is usually sold by species or common name. Buy plants that have not yet produced flowers.


Display tips: Grow in a hanging basket or suspended pot at eye level, where the arching leaves and pendant flowers can be seen up close.





Bromeliads


FAMILY: BROMELIACEAE ORIGIN: BRAZIL



Cryptanthus acaulis and hybrids krip-TAN-thus uh-CAL-is


EARTH STAR, STARFISH PLANT


A SMALL BROMELIAD, earth star is an excellent choice for humid rooms where space is limited. Mature plants are only 5 in/12.5 cm high and 6 in/15 cm across. Unlike other bromeliads, earth star’s flowers are small and hidden, so it is grown primarily for its starry, sharp-tipped wavy leaves. The coarse leaf scales are easily seen on most cultivars, and they do a good job of absorbing moisture and nutrients. Strong light intensifies the leaf colors of pink or variegated earth stars. Older plants often flatten out a bit before they bloom, and then slowly fail. Use scissors to trim back the leaves by half their length, which speeds the growth of the emerging offsets.


Because of its small size, earth star is the preferred bromeliad for growing in homes. Its unique texture brings surprising drama when earth star is grouped with ferns and other foliage plants that like high humidity.
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Earth star (Cryptanthus acaulis)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: Bright light from an east or west window.


Temperature: Warm (60–80°F/16–27°C) year-round.


Fertilizer: In spring and summer, spray leaves monthly with a houseplant fertilizer mixed at half the normal strength. In fall and winter, feed every other month.


Water: In spring and summer, water as often as needed to keep the roots lightly moist. In fall and winter, water less often, but do not allow the roots to dry out completely.


Soil: Regular potting soil amended with one-third part peat moss, or use orchid potting soil.


Repotting: Repot every 2 to 3 years in spring, handling the plant gently to avoid injuring its sparse, shallow roots. This plant does well in a broad container.


Longevity: Up to 10 years, or indefinitely when propagated from offsets.


Propagation: Cut away pups and repot them when they are half the size of the parent plant. Keep newly potted pups in a warm place, enclosed in a loose plastic bag for a month to increase humidity.


Selections: Some earth stars feature all-green leaves, while others have red, pink, and green longitudinal stripes. ‘Areltey’ is quite pink, with gray-green stripes down the center of each leaf. ‘Black Mystic’, also known as ‘Black Magic’, has leaves mottled with irregular zebralike dark bands. A unique earth star, C. sinuosus ‘Cascade’, produces pups on long stolons, reminiscent of a spider plant.


Display tips: Young plants make good additions to terrariums. Older plants grown in pots are ideal for low windowsills, where they can easily be viewed from above.





FAMILY: BROMELIACEAE ORIGIN: CENTRAL AND SOUTH AMERICA



Guzmania lingulata and hybrids goos-MAN-ee-uh lin-goo-LAH-tah


SCARLET STAR


MANY OLDER STRAINS OF SCARLET STAR grew quite tall, but most modern named varieties are smaller, reaching a mature size of 10 in/25 cm tall and 12 in/30 cm wide. This bromeliad has a rather upright posture, and its glossy green leaves add to its appeal. A flamboyant bloomer, in its third or fourth year scarlet star produces a brightly colored quilled spike, which emerges just above the foliage in the plant’s center. As the flower spike fades, usually 6 or more weeks after it appears, pups emerge from near the base of the plant. Although scarlet star appreciates high humidity, it is less demanding of light than other bromeliads, and often grows beautifully in the bright artificial light of offices.


[image: Images]


Scarlet star (Guzmania lingulata)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: Moderate to bright year-round, with no direct sun; grows well with bright fluorescent light.


Temperature: Average to warm (65–80°F/18–27°C) year-round.


Fertilizer: Feed monthly year-round with a houseplant fertilizer mixed at half the normal strength. Feed leaves, roots, and reservoir.


Water: Keep cup filled with at least 1 in/2.5 cm of water, and dribble enough water to the roots to keep them lightly moist. Empty old water from cup every 2 to 3 weeks and promptly replace it. Leach pots once during the summer to remove accumulated salts (see page 263).


Soil: Bromeliad or orchid potting soil.


Repotting: Repot annually in spring until plant fills a 6 in/15 cm pot. Small pots help induce blooming in mature plants.


Longevity: Individual plants live 3 to 4 years.


Propagation: Remove offsets and pot them up when they are at least 3 in/7.5 cm tall. Maintain high humidity for a month after potting up the pups.


Selections: There are numerous named varieties. The most popular is ‘Luna’, which produces a mauve spike. Others bloom yellow, red, or pinkish lavender. Varieties with reddish leaf markings often are not as vigorous as green-leafed selections.


Display tips: The handsome glossy leaves are spineless, so this bromeliad poses no danger when placed near activity areas. Moving a blooming plant to slightly lower light helps to intensify the color of the bracts.





Bromeliads


FAMILY: BROMELIACEAE ORIGIN: BRAZIL



Neoregelia carolinae ‘Tricolor’ nee-oh-ree-GEE-lee-uh ka-roh-LIN-uh


BLUSHING BROMELIAD, CARTWHEEL PLANT


BLUSHING BROMELIAD GETS ITS NAME from the way the leaves in the center of the plant turn bright red as the plant begins to flower (see photo). The blossom itself is not showy and stays nestled deep in the crown. However, the colored vase persists for a few months, until the parent plant dies back and makes way for three or more new offsets. Full-sized blushing bromeliads, sometimes called “neos,” become broad, flat-topped plants, 25 in/62.5 cm wide and 12 in/30 cm tall, and plants of any size need abundant warmth and humidity. To grow well, they must feel convinced that they are in a jungle, yet they also need abundant sun. This bromeliad is therefore not for everyone, but is a good choice if you have a bright sunroom that is kept humid at all times.
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Blushing bromeliad (Neoregelia carolinae ‘Tricolor’)




SPECIFICATIONS


[image: Images] Light: Bright light with a half day of direct sun year-round. Responds well to being grown in a sunny yet humid place outdoors in summer.


Temperature: Average to warm room temperatures (65–80°F/18–27°C), with no chilling below 50°F/10°C.


Fertilizer: Feed monthly with a high-phosphorous (low-nitrogen) fertilizer mixed at half the normal strength. Feed the leaves, roots, and reservoir.


Water: Keep roots lightly moist, and replenish water in reservoir every 10 days, or more often in summer. This bromeliad grows best in high humidity, above 50 percent.


Soil: Potting soil amended with one-third part peat moss, or African violet soil.


Repotting: Repot annually in spring until plant fills a 5 in/12.5 cm pot.


Longevity: Individual plants live 3 to 4 years.


Propagation: Wait until the parent plant dies back to pot up offsets, which often have very skimpy roots. Keeping newly potted offsets in a warm, humid enclosure, such as a roomy plastic bag, speeds the rooting process.


Selections: There are numerous named varieties, most of which have cream stripes in their leaves. ‘Martin’ is quite vigorous, as is the slightly smaller ‘Compacta’.


Display tips: Because of its large, spreading shape, this bromeliad needs plenty of space. It is at its best when viewed from above.





FAMILY: BROMELIACEAE ORIGIN: CENTRAL AND SOUTH AMERICA



Tillandsia species and hybrids til-AND-see-uh


AIR PLANT, SKY PLANT


TILLANDSIA BROMELIADS are the rootless wonders of the plant world. Some species do have roots, but these are used primarily to anchor the plants in place. Tillandsias take up moisture and nutrients through the leaves, and only one species, T. cyanea (pink quill), can be grown in a pot. Others can be pinned, tied, or even glued onto a mount, such as a gnarled piece of wood or a seashell. All are small plants with thin, gray-green leaves that seldom spread more than 6 in/15 cm high and wide. Like other bromeliads, tillandsias bloom and then produce offsets. Giving them a cool winter rest increases the probability that mature plants will bloom. Most tillandsias reach maturity in 3 to 5 years.


[image: Images]


Pink quill (Tillandsia cyanea)




SPECIFICATIONS


Light: Bright light from an east or west window, with some direct sun in winter but not in summer.


Temperature: In spring, summer and early fall, warm (to 80°F/27°C). In winter, a cool rest in the 60°F/16°C range.


Fertilizer: In spring and summer, feed plants every 2 weeks by spraying them with a high-phosphorous fertilizer, mixed at half the normal strength. Plants take up the nutrients with their leaf scales. In fall and winter, no feeding is needed.


Water: Spray plants with water twice weekly, until they are thoroughly wet. The applied water should dry within 4 hours. Do not soak the base of the plants.


Soil: None needed for most selections. A bit of sphagnum moss can be used to create a nest for air plants. Grow pink quill in orchid soil.


Repotting: Reposition as needed to accommodate new growth, usually only every 2 to 3 years.


Longevity: Individual plants live 5 years or more.


Propagation: Detach offsets when they are one-third the size of the parent plant. Small holes drilled in an old piece of untreated wood make a good temporary home for these babies.


Selections: Pink quill can be grown as an individual specimen in a pot. Most other air plants are sold by common name, or may be labeled as T. ionantha. Spanish moss is T. usneoides.
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