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Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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THE HOUSEPLANT REVIVAL
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There is no doubt that houseplants are once again ‘having their moment’. In recent years, gardeners have been surprisingly circumspect when it came to indoor plants. But, with the return of a more eclectic, vibrant, individual approach to interior decorating, it was only a matter of time before the real plants that inspired the botanical fabrics and wallpapers were once again back in the spotlight.


Although houseplants were a popular feature of home decoration during the 1960s and 1970s, they fell out of favour when the minimalist 1990s hit. But today, together with the revival of interest in craft skills, growing-your-own and baking, people are embracing houseplants as another antidote to the increased demands of our tech-preoccupied world.


In order to be a part of the houseplant revival, many of us need to overcome our fear – that sense that we have no idea what to do with them or how to look after them. The good news is that, with a little know-how, even the least green-fingered among us can successfully grow an indoor plant – or two.


As well as being a foolproof guide to caring for houseplants, this book is also intended to be a goto resource for creative ideas on where to position them and how to display them. Start small with, say, a cactus or a succulent, and once you’ve proven your plant-caring skills, we guarantee you will want to introduce more into your home.


Ian and I are going to show our ages now, but we distinctly remember the role that plants played in the decoration of our childhood homes. From dramatic, glossy Monstera deliciosa (Swiss cheese plant) and Ficus elastica ‘Decora’ (rubber plant) in the living room to macramé-clad hanging Chlorophytum comosum (spider plant) in the kitchen, plants were embraced by our parents as decorative objects. With the advent of the yuppie 1980s, we, too, had the ubiquitous Yucca elephantipes (spineless yucca) in our teenage bedrooms. Like many others before us, we grew herbs in pots in the kitchen and bulbs in window boxes in our first apartments. For me, this segued into the cactus years and the odd purchase from East London’s Columbia Road flower market – I still feel sad about the beautiful Ficus benjamina (weeping fig) that didn’t survive when I moved apartments. Ian, meanwhile, had the benefit of being able to bring home plant samples from work and became particularly fond of his Spathiphyllum wallisii (peace lily).


We have both observed the creeping return of greenery in the way some of the chicest folk around decorate their homes today. We have noticed cool interiors companies upping the variety of plant pots in their ranges, and the resurgence of both terrariums and hanging planters as decorative elements in the design of cutting-edge boutique restaurants, shops and cafés.


Now is the time to embrace this trend and run with it in your own home. With Ian’s expertise to hand, we are hoping to help you break out of the safe zone of a supermarket basil plant that will wilt away like an afterthought in your kitchen. We hope to inspire, inform and help you innovate with the way you use plants in your home. One of the most amazing things about houseplants is that you can enjoy them all year round, and there is really nothing more satisfying to the soul than nurturing a living thing.




WHY REAL, NOT FAUX?


Given that faux plants have come on in leaps and bounds in how much they resemble the real thing and that you can find pretty much any plant you can think of reproduced in fuss-free fakery, why choose the real thing? Because, let’s face it, a faux is basically an ornament, whereas living plants change and evolve over time. A thriving plant is part of nature’s rich cycle, and no amount of good fakery can replicate that. Bringing a part of nature into your home in the form of plants and nurturing them to give their best is hugely rewarding. What’s more, they offer significant health benefits, too – but more of that later.
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This open terrarium is filled with a selection of small succulents and finished with some Cladonia rangiferina (reindeer moss), which is a type of lichen.







[image: illustration]


A collection of hardy succulents, cacti and two bold Sansevieria – S. bacularis ‘Mikado’ and S. cylindrica – complement the dark wood of this modern sideboard.
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TRENDS & AESTHETICS
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The re-emergence of the houseplant as a key feature in so many interior schemes has seriously gathered momentum over the last year or two. And the keen-eyed will have observed that the predominant design choice is evergreen plants.


Cacti and succulents are back in vogue, which can be put down to the popularity of terrariums as the preferred plant container among the cognoscenti. However, dramatic, large-scaled plants, such as those 1970s favourites Monstera deliciosa (Swiss cheese plant), ferns and Fatsia japonica (Japanese aralia), are also having their moment once again in the spotlight. Their aesthetic appeal in an interior lies in their bold shapes and the impact that these can have. You just have to look at how top interiors companies such as House of Hackney or Cole & Son have used plants like these as the pattern inspiration for some of the coolest wallpaper and fabric prints around.


We can put all this down to the anti-minimalist backlash. After the pared-back, all-white, clean-line years, we have worked out that our homes are actually our sanctuaries, not display homes in a real-estate agent’s brochure. Using colour, pattern and accent accessories is all about creating spaces that are truly personal to us. Plants fit well into this decorative approach, and if you look at them as pieces of living art that bring extra layers of interest to your home, it becomes easier to know which ones to choose and where to put them.
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Succulents, such as this Echeveria, are particularly appealing due to their architectural shape and interesting leaf colours, as well as their indestructible qualities.





Many of us also live in increasingly urbanized environments, with little or no access to outside space, so introducing houseplants into your home is the perfect way of reconnecting with nature. You could even do as Ian does and treat them as members of the family – he goes so far as to give some of his particular favourites names…


Technological advances made in the way professional nurseries now propagate and grow plants mean that they are much more affordable than they were, say, a decade ago. Nurseries in the Netherlands can produce literally millions of one variety of orchid, which makes the cost per plant around a quarter of what it was when orchids first emerged as a popular indoor plant a few years ago.


Affordable plants, combined with the easy availability of cool containers in stores and online, as well as simple yet inspirational ideas from the likes of Pinterest, Instagram or the interiors of fashionable restaurants and shops, mean we can all attempt a planting scheme that suits our taste, our space and our creative side.




BACK IN VOGUE


Once consigned to the style compost heap, the following stalwarts of 1970s houseplant schemes are seriously back in favour. They are all evergreen, with striking silhouettes and interesting leaf shapes, which means that they will have an instant impact on an interior.


* Aspidistra elatior (cast-iron plant)


* Asplenium nidus (bird’s nest fern)


* Chlorophytum comosum (spider plant)


* Fatsia japonica (Japanese aralia)


* Ficus elastic ‘Decora’ (rubber plant)


* Monstera deliciosa (Swiss cheese plant)


* Sansevieria trifasciata (snake plant)







THE NEXT BIG THING?


Following on from the hippy-chic good looks of knotted, woven and macramé plant holders, kokedama is the latest creative way of displaying houseplants – without containers.


Kokedama, which translates as ‘moss ball’, has its origins in Japan, where it is an offshoot of traditional bonsai (the art of deliberately stunting the growth of a tree or shrub for ornamental reasons), and it is already making its influence felt everywhere in the world of design and display. It involves removing a plant from its pot, shaking off the potting compost, then wrapping the root system in a kind of mud ball (made from a very particular mix of compost and specialist minerals and clays), before covering it with a layer of living moss tied in place with string.


Eye-catching? Definitely. High maintenance? Yes, indeed. So, if it all sounds like too much hard work, you can always use a Vanda orchid, Platycerium bifurcatum (staghorn fern) or a few Tillandsia (air plant) instead to achieve the dramatic effect of a plant suspended in space.







TIP


Stuck for a hostess gift? Cyclamen persicum, Jasminum polyanthum, Capsicum annuum, Echeveria secunda var. glauca and Sempervivum tectorum will all last longer than a bottle of wine.
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That 1970s staple, the Chlorophytum comosum (spider plant), is back in a big way. Display it in a macramé or hanging planter for a nod to retro chic. It thrives in bathrooms and kitchens.
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HEALTH BENEFITS
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You know that sense of wellbeing you get in spring when you walk by all the fresh, vibrant greens of new growth in parks and gardens and on trees in the street? With a couple of houseplants, you can experience that feeling all year round.


Connecting with nature and the natural world is just plain good for the soul. Given the fact that so many of us now spend more time indoors than ever before, chained to our laptops, it stands to reason that bringing some of the great outdoors into our interior spaces will have a positive effect on our sense of wellbeing. This is particularly relevant if you don’t have immediate access to, or even a good view of, a garden or any green outdoor space.


There have been numerous studies into the health benefits of having plants in the workplace, so you can bet your bottom dollar they will have a positive effect in your home as well. Plants are, after all, the Earth’s oxygenators. The by-product of photosynthesis is oxygen, and there can be no harm in introducing a couple of natural oxygenators to your home environment.


While more specific research into the exact environmental and health benefits of each plant variety still needs to be done, many initial studies – undertaken by bodies as varied as NASA and a number of universities worldwide – have come to the conclusion that plants act as a kind of ‘pollutant sponge’. This means they absorb all kinds of nasties in the atmosphere, from carbon dioxide to the various volatile organic compounds (VOCs) released from many common man-made products, including paint, carpets, furniture and cleaning products. Plants are able to remove these toxins from the air through their leaves and stems, or through their roots via the potting compost, where small microbes turn the toxins into food for the plant. It’s a win-win situation.


These VOCs are believed to be responsible for SBS (Sick Building Syndrome), that affliction of the modern-day office (see also here). Those affected can experience headaches, dizziness, fatigue, irritation of the skin, eyes, nose and throat, and more serious ailments such as asthma.


Plants are good for your mental wellbeing, too; looking after and responding to something living is therapeutic. Again, work-focused studies have shown that having plants around can help reduce feelings of negativity, anxiety, depression and stress. No one particular plant does this job better than any other, so to benefit from the positive psychological effects, choose a plant that you really like or feel connected to. It stands to reason that it will make you happy every time you look at it. Put simply, growing green things is good for your health as well as your home.
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Plants are nature’s oxygenators, so will improve the air quality in your home. Groupings, such as this Beaucarnea recurvata (elephant’s foot), Philodendron scandens (heart-leaf philodendron) and a selection of ferns, will have more impact health-wise than a single plant.
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This display of easy-to-care-for indoor plants includes Philodendron scandens (heart-leaf philodendron), Anigozanthos (kangaroo paw), various cacti, Sansevieria cylindrica, Aglaonema modestum (Chinese evergreen), Beaucarnea recurvata (elephant’s foot), some Echeveria and Dracaena.







CLEANING THE AIR


According to NASA, plants are nature’s life support system. The seminal Clean Air Study that it undertook in the late 1980s found that the following plants were among the most effective at filtering toxins and pollutants from the air.


*   Aglaonema modestum (Chinese evergreen). A lush-leaved, tough plant that can cope with drying out. Ideally needs medium light but can cope with shade. Add some colour by choosing a variety that has patterned foliage.


*   Anthurium scherzerianum (flamingo flower). Another tough plant that can take a knock, tolerate a bit of neglect and offer more or less continuous colour. Needs medium light.


*   Chlorophytum comosum (spider plant). As long as it gets a decent amount of light, this plant will pretty much look after itself.


*   Dracaena fragrans ‘Janet Craig’ (corn plant). Really hardy, can take low light and will tolerate drying out. Also stays compact.


*   Epipremnum aureum (devil’s ivy). Needs bright to medium light, but can tolerate drying out. A really great trailing plant.


*   Ficus benjamina (weeping fig). Very good at processing toxins. Will thrive if well looked after: give it a bright spot and leave it well be, as it hates being moved, and don’t let it dry out. Other members of the Ficus family, such as F. lyrata (fiddle-leaf fig) and F. elastica (rubber plant), are also good air filters.


*   Phalaenopsis (moth orchid). Pretty, affordable, easily available and about the toughest orchid out there. Give it a fairly bright spot and remember to soak the roots weekly or mist them daily.


*   Sansevieria trifasciata (snake plant). As tough as old boots! Able to cope with dark corners and can be left to dry out between waterings. One of the few plants that gives offoxygen at night.


*   Spathiphyllum wallisii (peace lily). A compact, hardy plant with lush leaves and a beautiful white flower. If it is left to dry out, it will usually recover with a good watering. Needs medium light. Sits well on a desk.


*   Zamioculcas zamiifolia (fern arum). Particularly adaptable plant that tolerates both bright light and shade. Allow the compost to dry out between waterings.




HOUSEPLANTS & ALLERGIES


*   According to the NHS (National Health Service), one in five people in the UK suffers from hay fever. However, the good news is that houseplants, which release few, if any, pollen spores, don’t generally bring on bouts of hay fever. However, if you are a sufferer, you are likely to have other allergies as well. In that case, avoid Ficus plants, particularly F. benjamina (weeping fig), because they exude a latex-like substance on their leaves that can trigger skin allergies.


*   Some people think that growing houseplants can actually be a good thing for those with allergies, since plants act as natural detoxifiers, removing pollutants and pollen spores from the air. They also act as filters, causing tiny dust particles to be deposited on their leaf surfaces.


*   Remember to clean your plants regularly to avoid any build-up of allergy-causing dust, and make sure you don’t over-water, which can result in mould developing on the potting compost and plants, again leading to potential allergic reactions.
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BOLD
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If you want to introduce just one plant into your home but also create the greatest impact with it, then you need to look to architectural plants. Usually the tallest varieties of houseplants available and with dramatic leaves, they are real talking points. Since they are so striking, they work well when displayed singly, as a focal point, rather than in a fussy group scheme. They should be positioned in such a way that their bold silhouettes are seen at their best – in an alcove or a corner that neatly frames them or against a blank wall, for example – which means that they lend themselves to the larger spaces in our homes, such as the living room, dining area or even a generously sized bathroom or kitchen.


Uplighting the plant at night – similar to how a sculpture would be lit in a museum or gallery – is a pleasing touch. After all, such plants are, essentially, living sculptures, and if you think of them in this way, it will also help you decide where and how you might want to display them. Bear this in mind when you look to buy one of these plants. Because of their size, they are investment pieces, so don’t start your house-planting career with one of them unless you feel confident that you will be able to care for it properly.


Among the plants that fall into this architectural category are tall foliage plants such as Ficus benjamina (weeping fig) and F. benghalensis (Indian fig); sculptural-leaved varieties such as Philodendron bipinnatifidum (horsehead philodendron) and Fatsia japonica (Japanese aralia); palms, like Dypsis lutescens (bamboo palm), and false palms, such as Dracaena fragrans ‘Massangeana’ (corn plant); larger ferns like Nephrolepis exaltata (sword fern); and large-leaved climbers such as Philodendron hastatum (elephant’s ear philodendron).
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Euphorbia tirucalli (finger tree) takes several years to reach this kind of size and you would have to order it in especially from a nursery or garden centre.










FIVE STATEMENT PLANTS


*   Cycas revoluta (Japanese sago palm). With its thick trunk and stiff fronds, this exotic-looking plant takes the same form as a palm tree, although it is not actually related to the palm family. Very slow-growing, with a leaf spread of 1m (3ft), it will eventually – after 50–100 years – reach a height of 6m (20ft). Position in bright, but indirect, light, away from radiators. Water frequently in the summer, and sparingly in the winter.


*   Euphorbia tirucalli (finger tree). This attractive, unusual plant will grow up to 1.5m (5ft) tall, but have a spread of just 50cm (20in), making it particularly suited to small or busy rooms. Its striking new growth has a pink tinge. It needs very little care, just watering every two to three weeks in summer, but requires high levels of light.
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