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Introduction


			Why bring plants into your home? Because they are amazing. They make the world go round. We eat them, we build houses with them, we wear them and dye our clothes with them, we use them to develop fragrances and to make medicines. Gardening and caring for plants can promote mental and spiritual well-being through a practice called horticultural therapy. Plants are mighty powerful and oh so valuable. Along with furniture, artwork, and decor, plants are a wonderful way to communicate your style and add “soul” to a space. When you get right down to it, plants bring a breath of fresh air to your rooms like nothing else can. Here are just a few things that houseplants can do for you and your home.


			Strike a mood. By bridging the indoors and outdoors and reinforcing our connection to nature, plants encourage us to slow down and settle in. This often happens at a subconscious level: we may not be immediately aware of plants’ calming effect, but it’s there.


			Set a tone. Delicate flowers communicate a soft, feminine touch, while a structural, dark-hued plant offers an edgier, more modern vibe. An oddball plant, in contrast, will reveal your flair for the curious and cool.


			Define a space. Plants can be arranged to direct the eye. They can lead people into or out of a space or create a barrier or “wall” to make one room seem like two.


			Clean the air. Plants scrub the air in their immediate surroundings by taking in harmful toxins, processing them in their leaves and through the soil, and releasing clean air into the environment. Plants even remove particulate matter such as dust, pollen, and pollution. 


			Mitigate sound. Plants soak up, buffer, and generally dampen noise. The sizable leaves of the rubber plant, for example, absorb sound waves, while feathery palm fronds will diffract them. 


			Generate an aroma. Fragrant blooms and leaves can subtly define a space, soothing or energizing those who dwell in it. 


			Whether you crave a bit of nature but don’t know where to start or you already have a bunch of plants but want to arrange them in a more stylish, composed, or thoughtful way in your space, this book is here to help. Filled with design tips, care info, and a whole lot more, the pages that follow will provide you with the tools and inspiration you need to decorate with plants. Replicate one of the looks featured here, or use the design principles and plant knowledge in these pages to create a style all your own.


			Whatever plants you choose, remember these three tenets: First, you don’t need to fill your entire house with plants. Just one plant that makes you smile is plenty! Research has shown that even a single flower can improve your mood, and a single plant can significantly clean the air. Second, there’s no such thing as a “black thumb.” Sure, some people seem to have a natural gift with plants, but everyone can learn how to care for them. Observe your plants carefully, and they’ll tell you what they need (you’ll learn more about these visual clues in “Caring for Your Plant”). Tend to them as best you can, and if one doesn’t make it, try, try, and try again, until you find one that suits you, your lifestyle, and your home. And third, go ahead and break the design rules. Scale, color, light, texture, and balance . . . these elements all work together to create a harmonious space, but you needn’t be rigid about how you apply them. Move things around until you like how they look. Can’t find the perfect spot for a new plant? Give it to a friend! What doesn’t work for you may be the finishing touch for someone else.


			Plants are magical and can instantly turn any house into a home. You may find that the relationship you develop with your plant companions is actually the most gratifying benefit of all. Some plants will require you to tend to them more than others, but they are worth every bit of time and effort. No matter where you live, you can enjoy a little bit of green.
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Getting Started


			Nuts and bolts. The foundation. Plants 101. Whatever you’d like to call it, the following pages cover the basic information you’ll need to know as you begin to bring plants into your home. Some of these tips will be helpful before you even pick out your first green companion, while other instructions may come in handy months down the road when you’re in need of some plant SOS. Feel free to skip ahead to get an idea of what appeals, then come back here for the nitty-gritty. Whether you’re ready to grab a plant and get rolling or just looking for an idea of what it will be like to live with plants, this section is here to help.


			Choosing and Buying Your Plants


			Before you can design with plants, you need the plants themselves. Plant nurseries, boutique plant stores, and garden centers have trained experts on hand to answer your questions and guide you in taking home the right specimen. There are plenty of other places to pick up plants, too, such as grocery outlets, hardware stores, craft shops, and flower stands. If you’d rather shop from home, online plant retailers, as well as sites such as Etsy, offer a ton of options, including hard-to-find rarities (for a few reliable sources). Before you head to the store (or the Web), consider these five questions.


			1.	Which room do you want the plant to live in, and what is the environment in that space? What’s the light level? Temperature range? Relative humidity? If you have your heart set on a finicky specimen that won’t thrive in your space’s existing conditions, you can always add “sunlight” with grow lights (see Shed Some Light) or create a more humid microclimate by placing a gravel tray under your pot (see humidity)—but know that maintaining this special mini environment will require more time and effort than choosing a plant that’s naturally well suited to the room.


			2.	What’s your style? Nature’s original decor, plants come in a range of “styles” that can complement the rest of a room’s look. Do you want something sleek, or do you crave a wild and untamed mass? Do you like vibrant colors, or would you prefer to stick to a neutral palette of greens? What do you already own that the plant would go nicely with? 


			3.	How big do you want it to be? Are you looking for a floor plant or something pint-size for your desk? Ask your local nursery about the growth rate of the plant. The rubber plant, for example, is a rapid grower; if you take one home, be prepared to either offer it significant space to expand or restrict its growth by keeping it in a small planter. Others, like the ZZ plant, will take years to mature.


			4.	What’s your budget? Plants, like anything else, vary in price depending on availability, season, location, and growth rate. Choose what works for you and your wallet. The smaller a plant, the cheaper it tends to be. If you are willing to be patient, you might choose a medium-size plant and simply wait for it to grow up into the floor plant of your dreams. (There’s another benefit to raising your plant versus buying it full-size straightaway: growing it to maturity in your home results in a stronger plant, one that doesn’t undergo the stress of acclimating from its previous environment in a nursery or shop to its new spot in your home.)


			5.	How much time do you want to spend caring for your greenery? Some plants require much more effort than others. If keeping track of when to water, mist, and fertilize makes your head spin, consider relatively low-maintenance houseplants like the sansevieria or the pothos. 


			What to Look for When Buying a Plant


			Maybe you’ve found the exact plant that is on your wish list, or perhaps you’ve stumbled upon one and decided it just has to go home with you! Before you pull out your wallet, though, pause and take a closer look. To ensure that you’re bringing home the best possible specimen, spend a few minutes with your new prospect. Touch it, pick it up, and flip over the leaves. (It’s kind of like looking under the hood when you’re car shopping.) Here are a few things to check out.


			The leaves: If the plant is supposed to be green, make sure the leaves are actually green, not yellow or brown. Are they bushy? Full of life? Avoid plants with wilting or torn leaves, as well as ones with notched or nibbled leaves, both signs of bugs.


			The grow pot: You want a plant that is proportionally the correct size for its current grow pot—not too large, not too small. The roots should loosely fill the pot. Lift the pot and check the bottom: are roots growing out of the drainage holes? If so, the plant may be undesirably “root-bound.” Also called “pot-bound,” this is when roots are itching to grow but are tightly constrained to the pot—they keep wrapping and wrapping over themselves to create a tightly knit web of roots. If you were to gently lift the plant out of the grow pot, the soil should generally hold together (as shown opposite), not instantly fall apart or come out as a solid mass of roots (though you won’t be able to perform this test before buying, unless you ask the garden center staff to help you).


			The buds: If flowering plants are what you’re after, look for ripe buds, not fully open blooms. This way you can enjoy all the stages of the plant’s growth.
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				What’s in a Name?


			Every plant has two names: its Latin botanical name and its common name. Think of the botanical name as a bar code for plants—no two are the same. In contrast, plants can have multiple common names, and some common names are shared by multiple plants.












			Potting Your Plant


			Once you get your plant home, you have a couple options. You can “stage” the plant in its original grow pot, or repot it in a vessel of your choosing.
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			The plant staging supplies pictured here include (clockwise from far left): cork to protect the tabletop, small stones to serve as a decorative topper, a waterproof liner, Red Velvet echeveria, a saucer, a cachepot, and a large stone used to raise the grow pot to the needed height.


			Staging


			The cleanest and easiest potting method is to “stage” your plant by keeping it in its grow pot (the original, usually plastic, container) and concealing this unattractive vessel in a cachepot (decorative container). After choosing your cachepot and ensuring that it’s large enough to cover the original grow pot, insert a waterproof liner to protect against water leakage or seepage (do this even if your cachepot lacks a drainage hole). Plastic liners are available from florists or garden centers, or you can make your own by using a bowl, the cut-off bottom of a plastic bottle, or even a layer of plastic garbage bags. Make sure this liner is wider than the grow pot and is able to catch any water that drips from the sides of the pot as well as the bottom. If the grow pot sits too far down inside the cachepot, create a “riser” by adding waterproof stuffing (like Bubble Wrap), a layer of gravel, a block of wood, a large stone, or a second, upside-down grow pot to prop the plant up to the ideal height. An added benefit of a riser is that it will act as a protective spacer, keeping the plant’s roots from sitting in a pool of water in the event that you accidentally overwater.
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