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			To my parents, to whom I’ll be forever grateful for encouraging all of my plant-related pursuits


	

			introduction


			When your house is an expression of what you love, it makes you feel at home. Whether you’re in a short-term apartment rental or a long-lived-in bungalow, personal touches are what make a place yours. 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. (Click to learn about especially impressive purifiers.)


			Mitigate sound. Plants soak up, buffer, and generally dampen noise. The sizable leaves of the fiddle-leaf fig, 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. (Click for some of my favorite aromatic plants.)


			I love plants so much that I’ve spent more than fifteen years surrounding myself with them. In that time, I founded Lila B., a San Francisco–based, green-certified plant and flower design business; authored my first book, The Plant Recipe Book; and turned a parking lot in the middle of San Francisco into a garden. At the heart of it all has been my belief that no matter where you live, you can enjoy a little bit of green.


			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, 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.


			Part I of the book will introduce you to my go-to houseplants, specimens that are guaranteed to provide a big impact but don’t have fussy care requirements. These superstars will continue to appear as I take you room by room through the home in part II. And for those of you who are already plant aficionados, you’ll find plenty of out-of-the-ordinary plants tucked throughout the book, too. 


			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!


			I am excited to join you on this journey to bring more plants into your home, and eager for you to reap the benefits that they provide. One plant may brighten your space with its beauty while another soothes your sunburns (thanks, aloe!)—and 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. Plants are magical and can instantly turn any house into a home.


	

			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 parts I and II 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 Plant


			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 of my favorite sources, see Resources). 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. Monstera, for example, is a rapid grower; if you take one home, be prepared to offer it a space where it can spread its long stems, aerial roots, and oversize leaves. 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, choose from the many houseplants that are relatively low maintenance. (See part I, for some of my favorite easy-care options.)
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			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 flowers 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.


			Getting Your Plant Home


			You want your new plant to thrive in its new home; give it a leg up before you even leave the store. As insulation against cold temperatures, and to protect its leaves from unwanted bumps and bruises on even a mild day, a houseplant should be wrapped in paper (the salesperson should be able to do this for you). Bubble Wrap works well to both cushion the plant from damage and insulate it on cold winter days (you may need to bring your own). Hot weather can do just as much damage as cold, so don’t leave a plant in a hot car longer than necessary.


			When you get it home, unwrap your new plant and place it on a plate or tray to protect the surface underneath. If you can’t get to repotting it right away (see Staging), leave it to acclimate in a draft-free and not-too-sunny place until you’re ready to transplant it.




				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, which can definitely lead to confusion! That’s why in part I, I include both common and botanical names—so that you can track down the exact plant that tickles your fancy. For a complete list of plants mentioned in this book by common and botanical names, turn to the appendix.
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			Matching Your Plant with the Right Soil


			All terrestrial houseplants (see “No Soil? No Problem!” below) require a potting mix of some kind—a combination of mediums such as soil, peat, sand, perlite, leaf mold, and bark. Potting mixes are distinguished from outdoor ground soil not only by their light or “fluffy” quality, which provides air gaps that give plants access to oxygen, but also by the assured absence of any soilborne maladies.


			Below are a few common potting mix options. For the majority of houseplants, regular potting mix is just fine. Check out the specifications in the Go-To Plant List or talk to your local nursery expert to get advice on a good match.


			Regular Potting Mix: For most houseplants, this is the “go-to” blend­—just scoop it right out of the bag and you’re ready to pot (although one can certainly amend this growing medium to add more nutrients, allow for better drainage or water retention, etc.). Not all regular potting mixes are the same, but they normally feature a combination of organic and inorganic materials that are meant to hold moisture, provide nutrition, anchor roots, and offer “fluff” for aeration. Uncontaminated soil is often, but not always, an ingredient. Organic materials, derived from once-living matter, are included for moisture retention, while inorganic matter (like tiny rocks and sand) helps the mix drain. Check the label if, like me, you want to be sure to keep things natural–some mixes include artificial materials or chemical fertilizer.


			Cactus Mix: This mix contains more sand and other grit like vermiculite and perlite than regular potting mix to help water drain. Because it holds less moisture than regular potting mix, it’s a better option for plants that like things dry, like succulents.


			Peat Moss Mix: Surprisingly, not all potting mixes include soil. Peat-based mixes work well for bromeliads and are sometimes combined with other mediums to formulate a special “violet mix,” which is suitable for African violets as well as Cape primroses. Peat is a decomposed matter that originates in bog habitats. It is lightweight and excellent at retaining both water and nutrients, but unfortunately, it is not sustainable. Coir and other more sustainable materials can be substituted for peat moss as they have similar water-retaining properties. Note that these mixes are often lightweight and can’t support a tall, heavy plant.


			Orchid Bark: This mix of bark is formulated for plants that grow on trees, not in soil (see “No Soil? No Problem!” below). The bark chunks provide a surface for gripping as well as air gaps for the plant’s roots to breathe. Some orchid mixes include leaf mold, perlite, sphagnum moss, and other ingredients. Note: Orchids are often planted and sold in sphagnum moss, making them easier to transport (no loose bits of bark!) from the grower to the retail store to your home. If the moss dries out, soak it in water for a few minutes to ensure that it absorbs enough moisture.




				No Soil? No Problem!


			Not all plants need soil to live. Those that do are called terrestrial; those that don’t and instead grow on top of other plants or on outcrops are called epiphytes. Common epiphytes include air plants and some types of orchids, which latch onto tree branches to live harmoniously with their host. Other epiphytes, like mistletoe, grow parasitically on trees and damage their hosts.





			Potting Your Plant


			Once you get your plant home, you have a few options. You can “stage” the plant in its original grow pot, repot it in a vessel of your choosing, or do something even more creative, such as turning it into a kokedama (see Kokedama).




				Staging
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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.





			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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			Repotting


			To repot your plant, choose a pot that is roughly the same size or slightly larger than the grow pot (a small plant’s root system can’t reach all areas of moisture in a big pot of soil, thus leaving the soil soggy and causing the roots to rot). A pot with a drainage hole is best, as it prevents water from pooling at the bottom of the pot and suffocating the roots. If you choose a nondraining vase, be careful and sparing when watering to avoid this. Then follow the steps below.


			1. 	Cover the drainage hole with a permeable layer, such as a piece of wire mesh (like from a window screen) or a coffee filter, to prevent soil from escaping. A curved, broken pot shard will work, too. A layer of gravel is not needed for drainage.


			2. 	If the new pot is larger than your grow pot, add a layer of soil to the bottom of the pot. (See Matching Your Plant with the Right Soil to learn how to choose the right potting mix.)


			3. 	Gently tip the plant on its side, give the grow pot a squeeze, and remove the plant from the pot. Gently massage the roots to separate them (see opposite; this allows them to loosen and grow outside the shape of the original container).


			4. 	Set the plant in its new pot. The base of the stem should rest just below the rim of the pot. Fill in with soil and give the plant a little shimmy to work the soil into all the nooks and crannies. Add more soil if needed. The soil line should rest just below the rim of the pot.


			5. 	Cover the soil with a pretty, decorative topper. Options include moss; rocks, gravel, or pebbles; wood chips; creeping wire vine; and Spanish moss. For something out of the ordinary, try buttons, sea glass, or broken terra-cotta. (A topper is like a swept floor—it makes for a more polished look, even if you can’t put your finger on why!)


			6. 	Put something between the pot and your chosen surface—a piece of cork, a dish, a pot holder—to  add one more layer of protection against water damage.




				Topdressing


			Every year or two, your plants will benefit from a repotting. For plants that are large or prickly, or that do best with tighter roots, like a hoya, simply remove the top layer of potting mix (and any decorative topping) and add a fresh layer of soil.
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			Pictured here is a ‘Needlepoint’ dracaena, finished with a natural “carpet” of sheet moss.





		Kokedama


			From the Japanese (koke means “moss” and dama means “ball”), a kokedama is a plant that is placed in a mixture of clay, peat, and soil, then wrapped with sheet moss to create a living vase. Ferns, peperomia, and ivy plants are all good candidates for kokedama. Follow the steps below to create your own.


			Once your kokedama is completed, you can place it in a bowl atop tiny stones, on a tray, or in a soap dish (see Repurposed Accessories), or hang it from a string. Or, for a lower-maintenance setup, tuck your little moss friend on top of soil in a planted arrangement. It may just root right through its thin moss wrap! Note: Japanese clay is available online and at specialty bonsai nurseries, but it can be expensive and hard to find. In a pinch, substitute a clay or clay loam soil.


			What You’ll Need:


				• 1 small bowl


				• ½ cup (170 g) Japanese clay 


				• ½ cup (170 g) peat


				• 1 cup (240 ml) warm water


				• 8-inch (20 cm) square of sheet moss


				• 1 spray bottle filled with water (optional)


				• One 12-inch (30 cm) plate


				• One 12-inch (30 cm) square of cellophane or foil


				• 1 plant in a 4-inch (10 cm) grow pot (choose one that likes low or average light, for compatibility with moss); pictured here is an arrowhead plant


				• Rubber bands 


				• Garden snips or scissors


				• Twine


			1.	Mix the clay and peat in a small bowl, add the warm water a little at a time, and massage to create a thick consistency. Set aside to allow the water to be absorbed, and massage again. Spray or soak the moss with water to moisten, prevent dust, and make it more malleable. Set aside. Layer the plate with cellophane. Scoop the clay mixture onto the cellophane and make a pancake about ¼ inch (6 mm) thick and 8 inches (20 cm) across.


			2.	Unpot your plant, remove excess soil (to keep the moss ball in scale with the plant), and set the root ball on top of the clay pancake. 


			3.	As if you’re wrapping a gift in cellophane, enclose the soil with the clay, leaving the plant exposed. Create a ball shape with the clay. Let any extra water drain onto the cellophane. Remove the cellophane to expose the intact clay ball shape. Set aside the plant, and clean the cellophane.


			4.	With the green side down, lay the moss on the cellophane. Set the plant’s clay ball in the center of the moss. Repeat the gift wrap movement with moss. 


			5.	Wrap the ball with rubber bands to temporarily secure the moss. Tidy the moss, trimming around the base of the plant. Secure the moss with twine by wrapping it gently yet securely around the moss to form a ball shape. Tie off the twine or tuck it near the stem. Snip the rubber bands and remove them.


			6. 	Keep out of direct sun, mist often, and soak in a bowl of water occasionally. Give the ball a gentle squeeze before returning it to its vessel—it shouldn’t sit in a pool of water all day.
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			Caring for Your Plant


			Think of your plant as a friend—an exceptional creature in its own right that drinks water, needs nutrients, craves light, breathes air, and even sleeps (or at least rests from time to time). Unlike their wild cousins that receive water, fertilization, and so on naturally, houseplants need our assistance to thrive. Most times when you buy a plant, it will come with a care tag that outlines its light, water, and air temperature requirements. An in-depth look at each of these aspects of plant care, and more, follows. (Note that the Go-To Plant List includes details about the featured plants’ care needs.)


			Light


			In their natural environments, some plants (like philodendrons) cling to trees and receive dappled sunlight, while others (like cacti) are out in the open and exposed to full sunshine all day. While plants are adaptable, in order for them to flourish, they should be kept in your best approximation of their preferred lighting conditions. If you set a sun-loving plant in a windowless room, it won’t survive for long—but it’ll likely do fine with bright light instead of direct sun.


			The lighting conditions in any home are determined by many factors. If you’re on the top floor of an apartment building and have an expansive view, you’ll have different light than if you’re on the bottom floor of the same building. Depending on where you live relative to the equator, season may matter, too: in the United States, winter days are much shorter than summer days (and the light is less intense and of a lesser quality). That sun-hungry plant of yours might need a light boost in winter (see tip, above).


			Light is difficult to precisely measure without a light meter, but there’s no need to run out and get a piece of equipment. Opposite are general explanations of the common categories of lighting conditions (essentially, light’s intensity drops as the distance from a window increases).




				Lighting Tips


			• Some plants bend toward light, and others bend away from it. Rotate plants if you want them looking good from all angles (set heavy plants on a lazy Susan or on a wheeled plant stand).


			• Plants can sunburn. Move them from shade into direct sunlight gradually, not in one fell swoop.


			• Clean dirty windows and remove screens to allow maximum light to reach your plants.


			• Help your plants cope with suboptimal lighting or short winter days by placing a lamp above them. Any bulb will help, as long as it is used in addition to some natural light (a regular incandescent lightbulb won’t be enough for a plant in a dark corner if it is the only source of light). If using only artificial light, you’ll need an LED bulb (see Shed Some Light for details).


			• White walls and mirrors help bounce light around a room and give plants a boost.


			• Sunlight in the morning (and very late afternoon) is of lesser quality, is less intense, and is cooler than the rays in midday and early afternoon. If a plant calls for bright light but cooler temperatures, be sure to place it in a spot that avoids midday sunshine.
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			Direct Light


			Direct light means the sun is shining right on the plant for about half the day. If you’re in the northern hemisphere, like here in the United States, a south-facing window is the perfect home for plants that like direct light.
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			Bright Light


			This is the indirect light you’d get through a sheer curtain or right next to a window that doesn’t have sun shining directly onto the surface below it. If you hold your hand over a blank piece of paper in this spot, you should see a defined shadow. A lot of plants like this kind of light.
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			Moderate Light


			This is the kind of light found a few feet (1 m) inside a room’s walls or right along a dim, north-facing window (in the northern hemisphere). There’s no exact blueprint for this value because the luminosity depends on many factors, including the size of the window, the orientation of the sun, and any structures (awnings, trees, buildings) that may hamper the sun’s rays. The best rule of thumb is that this light will produce a fuzzy shadow. 
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			Low Light


			This is the lighting condition well away from a room’s source of illumination (for example, the opposite side of a room with a small window). Note, however, that low light still means some light—you should be able to comfortably read a book where the plant is positioned. Low light is dim, not dark. (If the light is too low for a plant, it may get spindly or its green leaves will begin to yellow.)





			Watering


			When it comes to watering your plant, first consider the type of plant it is and its native environment. A succulent like an echeveria (that is accustomed to unreliable rainfall will retain moisture in its leaves and require infrequent watering, whereas a tropical plant like a croton drinks up water quickly and needs ambient humidity.


			Watering frequency then will depend on several additional factors: the season (winter offers shorter days and cooler temperatures, meaning less water is needed) and the climate (Florida is more humid than Colorado), as well as the pot placement (a stand-alone planting in a sunny spot requires more water than a grouping in the shade), pot material (a breathable clay pot dries out more quickly than a plastic one), and pot size (a tiny pot needs to be watered more often than a large one). Two of the same exact plants, if placed in different environments, would require different watering schedules.


			As a general rule, water your plant when the first inch (2.5 cm) or so of soil is dry. Use your finger, a water gauge, or a chopstick to measure soil moisture (for the latter, a brown line will appear on the chopstick at the point where the soil is moist). Weight is also a helpful indicator—lift the pot before and after a good soaking to feel the difference between parched and drenched soil. Beyond that, watch the plant—it will likely wilt when it needs water. If the plant hasn’t been without water for too long, it’ll bounce right back once you give it a drink (it’s cool to watch the leaves’ response as they perk right up and say thank-you!). Following is a rough guide on the levels of moisture your plants may require (and remember that plants may need different levels of moisture at various times of the year).


			Dry: If your plant requires dry soil, that means times of drought are okay or even beneficial. Let it dry out completely for a time before watering thoroughly. Plants benefiting from this watering method, or lack thereof, often have plump leaves, like succulents, or have adapted other clever ways to store water in their naturally drier climates.


			Slightly Moist: This level of moisture works for the majority of houseplants. The key is to ensure that the top 1 inch (2.5 cm) or so of the soil dries out before you water again (for a small 4-inch/10 cm pot, it’ll be the first ¼ inch/6 mm).


			Evenly Moist: For plants that require evenly moist soil, don’t allow the soil to dry out at all between waterings. Moist soil is comparable to a wrung-out sponge—soft, plump, and slightly wet, but not soggy.


			How to Water Your Plant


			There are many ways to water a plant: soak it in a bowl of water, the sink, or the bathtub and let it drink from below (don’t soak for longer than an hour); sprinkle water from above onto the leaves; precisely water the soil below the foliage; mist the leaves; or let it make its own “rain forest” in a cloche or a closed terrarium (see Humidity). Some plants prefer certain methods, which will be indicated in the pages that follow when necessary, but when in doubt, the best option is to water the soil, not the leaves. Whatever method you choose, room-temperature water is best. Generally speaking, when it’s time to water, let the water fully saturate the soil. After watering, place the vessel on a saucer, let the water run out of the bottom of the pot, and discard the excess water.


			Watering FAQs


			Below are a few common questions you may have when it comes to watering your plant. If your plant just doesn’t seem happy, or isn’t drinking up its water like it should, consult this rundown for a few easy fixes that’ll perk a thirsty plant right up.


			Is the water running off instead of soaking in? If so, the soil may be compacted. Make a few holes in the soil with a chopstick or fork and water again. The plant may also be root-bound (see “The Grow Pot”); in this case, it’s time to repot to create more space for soil and moisture to mingle in with the roots.


			Has the soil separated from the edges of the pot, or is water quickly running right through the pot and not soaking in? This is an indication that your soil has completely dried out and needs to be rehydrated. If your pot has drainage holes, hold the pot in a bowl of room-temperature water. Let go when it starts to absorb water and stops floating, then soak for an hour or so to let the soil fully absorb moisture. If your pot doesn’t have drainage, fill the vessel with water, wait, and repeat until the soil is plump. Then gently tip the vessel out over a sink to drain any pooling excess water.


			Think you’ve overwatered? Gently free the plant from the pot (it should come out with soil and roots intact). Then lightly pat down the edges of the soil using paper towels to absorb some of the excess water. Let the plant stand, unpotted, on a plate until it becomes just moist to the touch, then return it to the pot. 


			Going on vacation? If you’ll be gone for only a week or so, a simple solution is to give your plants a good drink before you leave and cluster them together to raise humidity and slow evaporation from the soil. You can create a similar effect by placing pots on a gravel tray (see Humidity) or even gently covering your plants with lightweight plastic (think dry cleaner bags) to create a temporary greenhouse effect. For a longer trip, consider purchasing a water globe, a wick-watering mechanism, or even self-watering pots. You can also make your own water-releasing contraption: Set a jug of water next to your plant. Cut pieces of natural twine into sections long enough to reach from the jug to the plant, then place one end of each piece at the bottom of the water jug and stick the other an inch into the soil surface. The standing water next to the plant will increase humidity, while the twine will replenish moisture in the soil as it dries out. Of course, you can also ask a friend or neighbor for a favor or even hire a professional plant sitter!
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			Use a narrow-mouthed watering can to more precisely water plants that don’t like to get their leaves wet, like this Cape primrose.





			Humidity


			A lot of plants (and humans) feel most comfortable in 60 percent relative humidity. If you have artificial heating or cooling in your home or live in an arid climate and you are growing humidity-loving tropicals, you’ll probably need to increase the moisture in your air. Here are six techniques.


			1.	Group plants together so that they help keep one another moist.


			2. 	Set pots on a waterproof tray filled with gravel, and add a thin layer of water (make sure the gravel keeps the pots above the waterline). As the water evaporates, it will humidify the surrounding air. 


			3. 	Cover or contain your plants under a cloche or in a terrarium.


			4. 	Move your plants to a more humid room, like the bathroom.


			5. 	Add a humidifier to the room.


			6. 	Mist your plants. A spray bottle filled with water will only slightly improve humidity, but the act of misting is inexplicably satisfying and does clean plant leaves.
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			Pictured here are an African violet on a gravel tray 
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