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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken 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 recipes.





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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INTRODUCTION


Let it be said, clearly and simply, your plants do not want to live with you. They want to live in a tropical rainforest or cool desert or mountain ravine. They want to feel the breeze, taste soft rain, sleep when the sun goes down, a fair few of them would like to be in touch with their friends rather than living in a pot on their own. They’d like to be home, just not in your home.


They can’t communicate this to you, yet, but they can and do communicate. They send out over 500 different chemical signals in a day; we just can’t quite understand them all at the moment. If and when we do get to that point I like to think they’ll be an amenable bunch. They may not want to be housebound, but they can certainly adapt to being so. But just in case they turn out to be very angry with us – and in general they have every right to be – perhaps it would be wisest to practise being as kind as possible to our house guests. Which means we should truly try to understand their needs.


I say this because too often plants’ needs are talked about in such basic terms: water, light, and food. In this, all the subtle shifts and nuances of their lives and the ecology of their native habitats are lost. Understanding where they come from and how they have evolved leads to a far more empathetic understanding of their wants. Too often I see houseplants suffering because we’d like them to be something else – a decoration, an immobile furnishing, something to soften our inanimate interiors – rather than seeing them as something living that can flourish or flounder.


On the other hand, I know there are many humans who think of their houseplants as good friends and fellow dwellers and love them with a crazy affection that perhaps no garden plant would receive. I am one of them. I have houseplants that have travelled to every house I have lived in as an adult, seen me through breakups, soldiered on when I neglected them and rewarded me by flowering and new growth when I’ve repented my ways. These plants may grow wonky and a little too leggy from too little light, they may never see the conditions they really need, they may never flower, may never have a pollinator visit them, may never get to set seed. Yet their selfless ways bring me such joy. They make a house a home, they change and grow, they wave at us when we come home1, bring a room to life by saying someone lives here, invests in this space, cares for it, tends and grows in it.


Not only do they instil a sense of belonging to a space, but they are good for our indoor environment. There is considerable research from the likes of NASA and others to show that houseplants clean our air from pollutants, such as volatile organic compounds (VOCs). These VOCs are released from the many other things we furnish our homes with: computers, televisions, carpets, glues that hold our furniture together, from burning wood and cooking, from the flame retardants and pesticides used on our soft furnishing. They are found in the chemicals we use to clean our homes and in the cosmetics we use on our bodies. They are not good for our health and to live in an environment that has less of them makes sense. Healthy plants remove these compounds from the air, filtering them out through their roots as well as their leaves and releasing oxygen back into our environment. Plants are very effective air filters; this is how our atmosphere on this planet works. We wouldn’t be able to breathe without the green life in our world.


Plants are not only important in our homes as air filters, they affect our health and wellbeing in many subtle ways. We respond to green and growth, to the biological details, the patterns and designs; we are fascinated by the intricacy of life, even if we don’t recognise this. We evolved with plants, in a rich biodiverse environment and just looking at plants, let alone interacting with them, has a positive benefit on our wellbeing, on how our system functions. If you have ever stopped to smell a flower or got lost in the detail of light playing on a leaf or a particularly pretty pattern, it’s not just an aesthetic delight that’s enticing you closer, it’s a sort of internal mindfulness at play. The chemicals plants release, their scents and compounds interact with us on a cellular level. Clearly poisonous elements are no good for us, a warning to leave the plant alone, but there are many more, such as limonols and terpenes, that have an amazing effect on our systems, lowering and fighting free radicals and promoting our immune systems.


And here we have it. They may not want us, but we want them, indeed we need them. Lining every windowsill, hanging off shelves, towering next to book cases, cascading from ceilings, cleaning our air from pollutants, scenting it with the smell of green growth and pleasing our visual senses. I believe that indoor gardening is just as important and relevant as gardening outside. I see indoor plant lovers as gardeners every bit as enthusiastic and loving as outdoor ones.


SO HOW DO WE TRY TO KEEP OUR LONG-TERM HOUSEGUESTS HAPPY? UNDERSTAND THE RULES


Plants do have a few basic needs: they must receive light to photosynthesise and produce energy, they must have water, they must have nutrients and many must have soil to anchor their roots in. Within these boundaries are vast planes of difference. A desert cactus comes from a completely different world to an understorey tropical plant, yet you can get both to grow in your house, possibly even next door to each other.


A plant grown in a pot is almost entirely reliant on you for all its water and food needs and an indoor plant also relies on you for how much and what kind of light it receives. You can play god with houseplants, endlessly taking them to the brink and reviving them at the last minute, but it doesn’t exactly make for a healthy plant.


Plants need many things to thrive, but they need two things to stay alive: water and light. Both of these are required for photosynthesis, where plants utilise carbon dioxide, water and light to create carbohydrates and oxygen. The more light there is the more water is required to photosynthesise. However, there is a limitation as many hot places are not wet or wet enough to keep the photosynthesis equation running at full pelt. In hot and dry conditions, plants close their stomata (the breathing pores in all leaves) to prevent water loss. When this happens, carbon dioxide will decrease, limiting the equation further and resulting in an increase of oxygen, which in turn causes an increase in respiration. That’s why many outdoor plants wilt on a hot day; they are just not adapted to keep up with the ever-spiralling equation.


Some plants, including most of your houseplants, have evolved mechanisms to increase the carbon dioxide concentration in their leaves under these conditions.


Plants differ in the way they carry out photosynthesis to convert light to energy and carbon dioxide in the air to carbohydrates, by fixing carbon in different ways. Tropical plants have a mechanism called C4 carbon fixation, which means that as long as there’s water, rising temperatures don’t mean growth will slow down. They produce considerably more sugar than cool season or temperate plants, which use a C3 mechanism allowing them to grow at rapid rates in hot conditions.


If there’s not enough water, but even hotter conditions, then another group of plants, namely cacti and succulents, use something called CAM, Crassulacean Acid Metabolism. Here these plants do something entirely opposite to every other plant on the earth. Those stomata, the breathing pores, are only opened at night in CAM plants. They allow carbon dioxide to enter and be fixed as organic acids. Then during the day, when the stomata are closed to prevent water loss, they take those acids and turn them back into carbon dioxide so they can photosynthesise. This means they can survive in very high temperatures with low and/or infrequent water conditions (those fleshy leaves are storing water for this reason).
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Some plants are hybrids between the three methods of photosynthesis, switching between C3 and CAM or C4 and CAM under periods of drought or stress.


Some of your houseplants will be either C4 or CAM and these adaptations mean that they can live in our warm houses or be left on a bright, hot windowsill and survive despite your erratic watering.


The main thing you need to take from this is that in sunny, hot conditions plants will need more water, particularly if they are big, leafy tropical plants that use C4 mechanisms. On cloudy days or during the winter when the light levels are low, whatever mechanism the plant uses, it will need less water. A plant growing on a windowsill without bright light will need less watering than one growing in bright conditions.


If you find yourself unable to keep up with watering a plant, then moving it away from the light source will slow down its growth and reduce the amount of water it needs. This is a good method if you’re going away for a bit – move your plants to slightly shadier conditions and they will require less water and grow more slowly.


One commonly held mistaken belief about houseplants is putting them in a pot with no drainage. You can do this and I am sure any houseplant aficionado has an example of a plant growing in such pot. However, this severely limits how well the plant will grow, shortens its life span and requires you to be very attentive with watering. All roots require oxygen to survive. They need this just as much as the parts of the plants above ground. Roots need to breathe and soils that are depleted of oxygen due to compaction or flooding support less healthy plants unless they are specifically adapted to live in such conditions, such as bog and water plants. Without air the compost in your drainage-free pots will very quickly turn anaerobic. The roots, particularly at the bottom where the water accumulates, will start to rot off and the plant will concentrate on growing roots in the top layer of the pot.


Soil that has become anaerobic has fewer available nutrients and roots that are forced to grow near the surface of the compost become congested and run the risk of drying out quicker, particularly if they are, say, sitting above a radiator.


You might hear that you can get away with misting the plant. Misting is never the same as watering. Often the kind of plants grown in drainage-free pots are succulents and cacti that really don’t want to be misted.


In short, use a pot with drainage; it’s better for the plant and easier for you to maintain. If you have a decorative pot that you are keen to use, you can either use a a plastic pot inside the decorative one over a layer of pebbles or Leca – clay balls designed for such purposes – or you can drill drainage holes into your pot using a drill suitable for ceramic tiles.
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Even plants grown in pots with drainage will need a little care to make sure the soil stays properly aerated. Compost in pots naturally compacts over time. This is partly due to watering and partly because compost is not soil and is still in a process of decomposing. As compost is largely composed of organic matter, it is still rotting down and as this happens it sinks and compacts. In nature, worms and other soil organisms aerate soil as they make their burrows and homes and so compacting doesn’t happen. However, you are unlikely to have or want worms in your house, so you have to act like one instead.


Repotting your plant is a good way to make sure the compost stays fluffy, but as you may only need to do this every two years or so, in the meantime you can take a chopstick or similar implement and poke holes carefully around the top of your pot, going down as far as you can without damaging the roots, wiggling the chopstick around, so that you aerate the pot. These air channels will provide the roots with fresh oxygen and ensure that water drains through the pot faster. You can do this to any pot plant, and it makes sense to do this regularly to plants that particularly favour free-draining conditions. Succulents, cacti and lithophytes (plants that grow on rocks) prefer soils that drain incredibly quickly and their fine root hairs rot off in moist soils.


Lastly, you can unwittingly have a huge effect on the growth of the roots by poor watering habits. A healthy plant has just as much going on below as it does above. A healthy root mass allows the plant to survive all sorts of ups and downs – drought, temperature extremes, pest attack – so you want your plants to have the healthiest roots possible. Healthy roots tend to be white, a little translucent and plump. The soil should smell fresh and the roots should reach throughout the pot, but should not be spiralling or shooting out of the drainage holes at the bottom. Unhealthy roots often look rotten, are an unhealthy yellow or black, don’t snap, but sort of smear away when you tug at them and the soil often smells anaerobic or a little rotting, partly because the roots are rotting in it.
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Plants grow roots to anchor themselves and to find food and water. Thus, a healthy plant has adventurous roots that wish to explore all their territory. One way to make sure they do this is to water well; if you just give the plant a tiny bit of water, a sprinkling and no more, then the roots learn to grow where they can absorb the water quickly. This often means the roots grow in the top couple of centimetres of the soil and nowhere else. As stated, this isn’t great because the roots only have a limited space to absorb nutrients and water and because roots that grow on the surface are liable to dry out quicker and get burnt in hot conditions and frozen in very cold ones. Therefore, whatever the plants watering needs are, it is important to water enough that it drains out through the bottom. It may then be necessary to throw away this water in the saucer (or use it for the next door houseplant) so that the plant doesn’t sit in water. Actively making sure that the soil has good drainage through the addition of perlite, grit, or making holes in the compost will ensure that the water runs through the soil in a suitable manner. If you know that the plant likes to remain in moist soil, then less grit or perlite is used and sometimes more absorbent material like bark mulch is added.


Mulching the top of the pot with decorative pebbles or grit is also a good idea because this will help lock in water and stop it being lost to evaporation and, to some extent, this helps to stop compost gnats, those annoying little flies that you often get with houseplants. They are looking to lay their eggs in damp organic matter, and grit is far from that.


IF YOUR PLANT DRIES OUT


Cheap houseplants are often grown largely in peat, which is not good for the environment. Peat is a precious resource that is depleted worldwide. It also is not necessarily good for the plant, it tends to have little or no nutrient value, and, worse still, it dries to the bone if neglected. You’ll know if your plant is largely in peat because if it is allowed to get very dry it will lift entirely out of the pot and be difficult to rewet. One solution is to immerse the entire pot in a bucket of water and, if the compost doesn’t look like it is rewetting quickly enough, add just a drop or two of washing-up liquid,. This will break the surface tension between the water and the soil and allow the soil to absorb water quickly. You will see bubbles start to appear as air is pushed out between the soil particles. When the bubbles stop take the plant out and allow it to drain. Fresh oxygen-rich air will then be drawn back into the pot and, if it’s not on the brink, the plant will revive.
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LIGHT AND HOW IT ENTERS A ROOM


Light is life for a plant. If there’s too little there is not enough energy for them to grow. What is the right amount of light for your plant? Even with artificial light it is very hard to reproduce the right amount of the plant’s native habitat, particularly of desert conditions. There is never going to be as much light indoors as there is outdoors, even in a glasshouse. In a house, your rooms will vary according to which way they face and the size of the window, and also by factors such as the colour of the wall. The general rule of thumb is that there is strong direct light at the window, depending on the direction it faces, and then good indirect light up to 1.5–1.8m (6–8ft) away from it. The rest of the room is in shade, though the walls will bounce light around and bright, light walls are obviously better at doing this than dark ones. Mirrors will bounce light around and artificial lights will add a little more, though the wattage of most house lights is too low to provide much help.


South-facing windows are the brightest, then east, then west-facing. The light will vary during the day and might be blocked out at certain points of the year. The light from a north-facing window is the least bright, but the steadiest. Big skylights offer some of the best conditions because the plant will receive a shower of light. To some extent your plant will tell where the strongest light is coming from because light from only one direction will cause it to bend to that direction, which is why it’s important to turn your plants around if you can, so that they remain straight(ish) and upright.


Rooms that are south-facing are bright and hot. In summer, some cacti and succulents are the few plants that can take such bright conditions, particularly on the windowsill. At around 90cm (3ft) away from a south-facing window many of your tropical, purple-leaved and variegated plants will thrive. But some, such as Maranta and begonias, will still find this light too bright as these are understorey plants and direct light rarely travels to them in their natural habitat. On the whole, variegated plants need more light than green ones because they have less chlorophyll, the green cells for photosynthesis, and the green parts have to work harder. Variegated plants that are turning or reverting to green are telling you that they are not getting enough light.


East-facing windows get morning sun, which will not scorch plants for most of the year, except in summer. One metre (3ft) or so away from an east-facing window is ideal for many shade-loving tropical plants. West-facing windows can get as hot as south-facing windows – they are suitable for a wide range of houseplants that like bright light, particularly as they stay lighter for longer than other windows and thus warmer too. This is an ideal location for plants like philodendrons, Swiss cheese plants (Monstera deliciosa) and rubber plants (Ficus elastica). They are also great for many cacti and succulents that will tolerate the direct summer light. North-facing windows tend to have a gentle, unvarying light, which is perfect for shade-loving plants.


But whichever window you choose, it’s important to stress that, as the light comes from only one direction, the plants will need to be turned. Even shade-loving plants in the wild get light, if indirect, from many directions, particularly from above. In the winter, it makes sense to move any plants that are away from the window closer to compensate for the lower seasonal light levels.


Ceiling lights can provide valuable extra light for tropical plants that are used to days and nights of equal length. However, spotlights and side lights can get too hot for most plants, particularly if they are close to them. You can supplement with daylight bulbs if you want to be specially kind to your plants. There are horticultural lights that tend to have a particular sort of glow that throws a wider spectrum to plants, but they look a little odd in houses.
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UNDERSTAND WHERE YOUR PLANTS COME FROM


Most people’s houses are around 16–25˚C/60–77˚F, with the majority around 21˚C/70˚F in the winter, when heating is required. There are fluctuations: at night, when people are at work and changes in the outside weather, but on the whole houses are warm environments and the plants that live in them have to like this. Therefore, it’s no surprise that our houseplants broadly fall into two categories. They are either from the tropics or from desert, semi-desert or other hot, dry places. The tropical lot tend to like humid conditions and the dry lot obviously don’t like damp conditions, but are happy instead with our brightest windowsills and dry central heating.


No one particularly wants a hot, humid house as damp rots many of our building materials. Tropical plants can do well in our houses despite not having quite the humidity they require because they all tend to be understorey plants of the rainforest, which means they are very good at surviving in our dark interiors. The understorey plants in the rainforest receive little, if no, direct light; 95 per cent is absorbed by the canopy and the quality of the wavelengths that do get through are greatly impoverished, particularly those required for efficient photosynthesis. For this reason, the highly shiny, deep green leaves and purple undersides of many of these plants are all adaptations to bouncing light around on the top side and absorbing light from the far end of the spectrum below. Understorey plants are masters at utilising wavelengths that canopy plants can’t.
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