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INTRODUCTION
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It’s easy to fall in love with houseplants and the quiet joy their presence can bring. They’re beautiful companions, certainly, but they also quite literally add more life to your space, making your home feel more like your own, whether you’re in a small rented apartment where you can’t paint the walls, or in a sprawling house. Houseplants can provide a form of reprieve and respite from the stress of everyday life and can improve your indoor air quality, your mood, and even your health. Fortunately, there’s no one-size-fits-all approach to keeping houseplants. You can dote on them as you would with a favorite pet; focus more on their aesthetics, using them to enhance any kind of interior design; or look at them as a way of bringing the outdoors inside.


What’s more, houseplants don’t need to be a challenge. Really, anyone can be a good friend to a houseplant, if provided with the right information. The first thing you have to put out of your head, even if you’ve had bad luck before, is that there’s such a thing as a black thumb. It’s normal, however, that some questions should arise. How do I choose a plant? How much light does my plant need? How often do I have to water it? What happens if I forget? Is fertilizer necessary, and how often should I use it? How can I tell when I need to repot my plant? What kind of soil should I use? Why are the leaves turning brown, and where did these bugs come from? If you’ve ever wondered about the answer to any of these questions, you’ve come to the right place. Even if you don’t know what questions to ask and feel like you’re doomed to kill every plant that crosses your doorstep, this book will take you step by step through the basics, teaching you how to care for—and love!—your houseplants.


Like many people, I struggled with keeping plants alive and thriving for a long time. I’d go to the store, find a plant (okay, more like five plants) that I liked, and come home with these new friends. The plants would look great—for a while. Without fail, a few months later I’d have some casualties. What was I doing wrong? I decided to look into the matter more seriously and earnestly than I had before, to teach myself about plants.


The most important thing I discovered along the way seems obvious, but it might not be to everyone (it wasn’t to me!): learn about each plant you’re interested in and how it might work in your home. In the following pages, you’ll learn how to assess your home and the environment it offers, so you can select your plants accordingly. And if you’ve got your heart set on a plant that might not work in your space, you’ll go in knowing that, so you can limit your disappointment if it fails to thrive. (But who knows, a little passion can go a long way toward success.)


You’ll also learn the benefits of spending a little time with your plants on a regular basis, which will help you understand their needs a bit more. This simple, mindful practice will teach you more about plants than you could ever imagine—you’ll become an expert on how to take care of your plants in the unique microclimate called your home. You’ll discover, for example, that not all of your plants will need water at the same time. You’ll find diseases and pests early on and be able to treat them more successfully. You’ll breathe on your plants too, exhaling the carbon dioxide that they need. As a bonus, you may find that stopping by to visit your plants can be a way of checking in with yourself and stepping away from technological distractions. When (not if) you succeed, and a plant starts to get new leaves or begins to flower, you’ll get an incomparable rush of accomplishment that will have you beaming with pride and wanting more.
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The basics of plant care are easy to learn.


If you’ve picked up this book, you’re already one step closer to that moment. In the following pages, you’ll learn the basics of plant care and find profiles for fifty well-loved, time-tested houseplants, including some new favorites. My hope is that the foundational information offered here will give you the tools and confidence you need to cultivate your own plant collection—to help you learn how to houseplant!




















Part One



PLANT CARE BASICS
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THE PATH TO ENLIGHTENMENT


Understanding Light
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When it comes to plants, most of us have never given the light in our home a second thought, but the type of light that your home receives is perhaps the most important factor to consider when choosing your houseplants. After all, you can adjust your watering habits or humidity levels, but it’s hard to build a south-facing window if you don’t already have one. Give yourself some time to understand the light in your home and how your plants respond to it. You may have your heart set on a fiddle-leaf fig (page 96), but if you can’t provide it with bright light, you’ve set yourself up for an expensive disappointment.


Before you select plants for your home, let’s look at why they need light. Light is “food” for plants. It allows them to undergo photosynthesis, a process during which the plant synthesizes its own food using light (photo comes from the Greek root phos, meaning “light”), water, and carbon dioxide in the air. These components are converted to glucose (sugar), and the plant releases the oxygen from the water molecule into the air.


Admittedly for indoor gardening, light can be one of the most confounding components of plant care. The light requirements on the plant’s tag, if it even has one, are often tersely worded, so how do you really know if you can provide the kind of light needed to grow a particular plant successfully?


The amount of light your home receives depends on many factors, including the direction your window is facing, the size of the window (and how clean it is!), where you live, the time of year, the hours of daylight on a given day, and the obstacles outside your window, such as other buildings or trees. The best way to understand where to put your plants is to learn a bit about the light available from each exposure (north, south, east, and west), pay attention to the conditions in your home, and observe your plants’ behavior after you put them in place. Don’t be afraid to experiment here; it can take a bit of practice! A plant that leans strongly toward the light—a process called phototropism—may not be getting enough. Conversely, like humans, plants can get too much sun and become sunburned. Some plants, however, can be gradually acclimated to higher light situations (see More Sun, Please!, page 8).
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An aloe plant (page 64), Chinese money plant (page 82), and Oxalis triangularis (page 128) sit happily on a windowsill that receives indirect light.


Let’s look at the light available from the north, south, east, and west. If you don’t know which way a window faces, take out your smartphone, open the compass app, and find out. Or simply pay attention to where the sun rises!
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Many houseplants, such as this jade plant (page 108), will lean toward the light source. To promote even growth, give them a quarter-turn when you water them. Phototropism can also be an indication that your plant needs more light.



NORTHERN EXPOSURE


A window facing the north, or northern exposure, receives only indirect light. Northern exposure is generally considered low light. (An exception would be if you have a bay window, which would also provide some eastern and western exposure.) Most plants do poorly with only northern exposure, particularly in winter, but there are still a few great ones for you to choose from. While you might not succeed with a Meyer lemon tree (page 116), pothos (page 140), philodendrons (pages 103 and 154), and the Victorian-era darling, the cast iron plant (page 78), among others, should all work well for you. You can even grow a breathtaking lady slipper orchid (page 110). The key is to get them as close to the light source as possible. White walls and mirrors that reflect the available light can help improve the situation. If you’ve really got the houseplant bug, you can also supplement northern light with fluorescent light or grow lights to increase the range of plants you can grow.


[image: ]


The Upside Down


For our friends in the Southern Hemisphere,
northern exposure provides direct sun,
while southern exposure provides no direct light.
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SOUTHERN EXPOSURE


You’ve probably heard of southern exposure. It’s much lauded in real estate, but what does it mean for plants? In general, if you have south-facing windows, you can grow plants that need full sun. Plants receiving southern exposure get bright, strong light all day long. Most cacti, succulents, and citrus will thrive, but for many plants this is too much light. In that case, you can place plants back a few feet from the window or put up a sheer curtain or blinds, which will give you bright filtered light. During shorter winter days when the light is less intense, you can experiment with giving your plants southern exposure, regardless of their light requirement. You may find that they do better.
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Blinds and sheer curtains can make even the sunniest window more hospitable for plants that might not thrive with long periods of direct sunlight.


EASTERN EXPOSURE


Plants in east-facing windows will receive nice bright morning light as the sun rises; the exact number of hours will vary, depending on the time of year. In the afternoon, your plants will get a break and receive indirect light. Many plants that need bright light but not full sun will be happy with eastern exposure, and those with low to moderate light requirements will do well. Eastern exposure is also ideal for plants that prefer cooler temperatures and are prone to sunburn, as it is not as warm as western exposure.


WESTERN EXPOSURE


What does the west have to offer? Your plants will not get direct morning light, but the afternoon sun will be hotter and more intense than the morning sun. Plants with higher light needs will do well with western exposure, especially when placed on a windowsill. Many other plants that have bright or indirect light requirements will do well if they are set back a bit from the window. Western exposure is also beneficial for plants that like to be a little toastier.




PLANTS AND HEALTH


Thanks to oft-cited studies by NASA and other organizations, we now know that many plants can improve air quality, reducing the volatile organic compounds (VOCs), such as formaldehyde, benzene, and trichloroethylene, in indoor air. (Linked to a range of health problems, VOCs can be found in carpet, upholstery, paints, cleaning products, aerosol sprays, and other commonly used items in the home.)


Houseplants can also improve well-being. One small 2015 study found that interacting with indoor plants can measurably reduce psychological and physiological stress, and a 2009 study found that plants enhanced the outcomes of surgery patients. In prisons, retirement homes, juvenile detention centers, and veterans’ homes, horticultural therapy is growing as a practice to help those dealing with post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, depression, and other issues.







MORE SUN, PLEASE!


As you read through the growing recommendations in the plant profiles, you may notice that some indicate that you can acclimate plants to brighter exposures, such as southern or western, or even outdoors. To do so, place your plant in the new location for a few hours every day, gradually increasing the time until it’s comfortable in that spot full time. This process may take several weeks. If the leaves start to get brown spots (an indication of sunburn) or start to wilt, acclimate the plant more slowly.























WATER WORLD


The When, Where, How, and Why of Watering
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Now that you know where to place your plants, how do you take care of them once they’re there? Let’s look a little closer at the next crucial aspect of care: watering. Each plant has its own watering requirements. When you buy new plants, get to know what they are and don’t be afraid to adapt them to the conditions in your home.


WHEN TO WATER


It would be great if you could just water your plants once a week and be done with it. But with this strategy, you might not be watering enough for some plants, like ferns, and overwatering other plants, like cacti and succulents. Temperature, humidity, and the seasons can affect water requirements. For example, plants may need less frequent waterings in a cool, humid room than in a warm, dry room. You may find yourself watering more often in summer when the room temperature is higher than in winter when some plants go dormant. Conversely, other plants may dry out more quickly in winter when the heat is running. Even the kind of pot can have an effect. Plants in plastic pots retain water longer than plants in porous terra-cotta pots. With all these factors coming into play, what’s the secret?


The trick to successful watering is to check whether your plants need water, not just water them automatically. Most plants do well if you let the top of the soil dry out slightly before watering, usually to a depth of about an inch (2.5 cm), but check the plants’ individual requirements. Another way to see if your plants need water is to pick up the pot and gauge the weight. It will feel much lighter when it needs water as compared to right after a thorough watering. It takes a bit of practice to get a sense of how much the pot usually weighs.


It’s a good idea, especially when you are first starting out, to check on your plants’ water needs most days. If you tend to forget, consider setting up a smartphone alert to remind you. Instead of sitting down immediately in front of your computer or tablet in the morning, grab your mug of coffee or tea and visit your botanical buddies. Or check on them at the end of the day, as a way of unwinding, of disconnecting from the human world and reconnecting with the natural one.


HOW TO WATER


When you water, be generous. Pour water into the potting mix until it comes out of the drainage holes in the bottom of the container and collects in the saucer, making sure to water around the whole plant, not just in one spot. (This technique also applies to plants that don’t require a lot of water in terms of frequency, like cacti and succulents.) After the excess water has had a chance to collect in the saucer, dump it out. You’re done! If you are using a pebble tray to boost humidity levels around the plant (see Oh, the Humidity, page 16), it’s fine for the water to remain in the saucer as long as the base of the pot is not sitting in the water.
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Overwatering is the number-one killer of plants.


Almost no plant wants to sit in soggy soil; it can lead to a fungal infection called root rot (page 44) that will eventually kill your plant. Inconsistent watering can also stress out a plant, making it more vulnerable to pests and other diseases.
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WATER QUALITY AND TEMPERATURE


Tap water is fine for most plants, but a few plants are sensitive to hard water, chlorine, and fluoride. For such plants, some experts suggest giving such plants rainwater, distilled water, or filtered water. If you have a way of collecting rainwater, that’s great, but filtered water will keep them happy and is much easier to manage. Temperature matters, too: stick with tepid water.


SPECIAL WATERING PRACTICES


Most plants are watered from the top, meaning that water is poured directly into the soil. (This is called top watering.) Certain plants, however, benefit from special watering practices. African violets (page 60) are commonly watered from the bottom (bottom watering) because they have sensitive leaves that can discolor and rot if water sits on them. To water from the bottom, place the plant pot in a dish with an inch or two (2.5–5 cm) of water. Leave it there for about half an hour to allow the plant to absorb water through the drainage holes. You can soak moth orchids (page 121), which usually grow in a potting medium made of chunks of bark, in a basin of room-temperature water for 20 to 30 minutes about once a week. Other plants, like bromeliads, have a central “vase” that you pour water into. Still others, like a bird’s nest fern (page 71), would rot if you poured water into the center of the plant and prefer watering directly in the soil. Again, check each plant’s requirements for specifics.
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A watering can with a long, narrow spout makes it easy to direct the water exactly where you want it.
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Plants benefit from good air circulation, which can help prevent fungal problems.


Open your window on a warm day (no cold drafts, please!), turn on a ceiling fan, or even run a small desk fan. Avoid placing your plants in a spot where they could receive a blast of air from a heating vent or air-conditioning unit.
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FERTILIZING



Many potting mixes contain fertilizers that help supply the nutrients plants need, the ones that they would receive naturally from decaying matter if they were growing outdoors in soil. Over time, however, your plants will deplete the nutrients in the potting mix, which is why fertilizer is a key component for keeping your plant friends happy and healthy.
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