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			The hothouse at Terrain’s flagship store in Glen Mills, Pennsylvania, around the time of the store’s opening in 2008. 

	

	

			
Introduction

			I came to plants the way I suspect many of us do—through my mom. I grew up walking her gardens ritualistically. We toured the new spring growth together as the days warmed. When summer arrived, we harvested produce early in the morning before the heat of the day set in. After fall brought about the end of the growing season, we spent winter poring over seed catalogs and planning next year’s plantings.

			For me, and for many plant people, this ebb and flow of the seasons grounds us in nature. Though it’s subtler, houseplants have a seasonality, too. Most slow their growth in winter when the days are short, conserving energy until spring, when the hours of sunlight lengthen and growth begins again. When we bring plants indoors, we are able to observe these cycles of growth in close proximity. Tending to houseplants is a practice in mindfulness; there’s a meditative quality to making daily rounds to observe a slowly unfurling fern frond, mist plants, or prune spent leaves.

			I joined Terrain as a plant buyer before the brand’s launch in 2008, alongside a team of like-minded people who loved the natural world. Our aim was to reimagine the local garden center as a celebration of both seasonality and our customers’ self-expression, through the lens of living with nature indoors and out. We set out to explore the many ways people think about plants in the spaces they inhabit, starting with a houseplant selection that highlighted the simple beauty of familiar forms. When we opened our doors, we were focused on elevating time-honored plants like maidenhair ferns and overgrown heirloom begonias in mossy pots while prioritizing specialty growers and collectible varieties to cultivate a diverse inventory of unexpected statement pieces.

			In those early days, the fiddle-leaf fig was still a few years away from galvanizing the demand for “aspirational” plants (though we were already falling for its form). Its meteoric rise, along with the surge of houseplant content on Pinterest and Instagram, spurred a never-ending pursuit of the next perfect plant. Terrain found new customers eager to possess the “fashionable” specimens they saw online. This shift was just one of myriad changes in the plant industry during this time; it forced many growers to reevaluate rules they had followed for decades, adjust what they were growing, and pivot to new retail channels including online sales.

			When I started working with plants in the late 1990s, I was usually the youngest person in the room, and often one of very few women. Many farms were small multigenerational family operations, often without a successor to continue the business. By the time the houseplant trend exploded, lots of these farms had been bought by big-box suppliers or the medical marijuana industry. Those remaining had spent years growing large quantities of more common plants but were not yet investing in specialty areas. So when demand for trendy and specialty plants approached fever pitch, supply couldn’t keep up. As we entered the 2020s, houseplants saw another boom on top of the existing wave of popularity, when we all slowed down and spent more time at home. Just as growers were catching up with the market, it doubled in size.

			With such unprecedented interest, Terrain’s deep relationships with our growers have been vital to our ability to create a dynamic assortment and maintain availability for the most in-demand houseplants. The plant industry is incredibly decentralized; there’s no overarching system for understanding what exists in any one region, so the best way to source plants is to go out and find them.

			Grower visits have always been my favorite part of my job. Plant people are, by and large, really special humans, and I’ve been lucky to have many of them as unofficial teachers during my horticultural journey. Each visit is an opportunity to learn more about the plants, their cultivation, and how they grow. I love asking growers what they’re excited about, seeing what they’re tinkering with in the back of the greenhouse, or nerding out with them over new cultivars and exciting mutations. These relationships are also important because they provide me with a deeper understanding of how growers source and propagate their plants, which is especially important given the current state of the industry. As demand for rare plants increases, ethical growing and stewardship of native habitats are more crucial than ever. Recently, these visits have also become a chance to meet the next generation of growers. Since the houseplant boom began, many millennials and Gen Zers are choosing to stay in the family business, infusing the industry with a younger, more diverse demographic. To give you a window into these experiences, this book includes visits to some of my favorite growers, offering a peek inside their worlds.

			The book’s organization—with plants grouped by botanical family, habit or commonalities in care, or design possibilities—reflects my plant buyer brain, and can help to inform where you might place them and how you might plant or care for them. Within each grouping, you’ll find profiles showcasing a single cultivar or genus, plus specimen guides that dive deeper into a category or genus to demonstrate how vastly varied even close relatives within the plant kingdom can be.

			Whether you found your way to houseplants in recent years or are a decades-long devotee, I hope that this book offers you not only a greater understanding of how to choose and care for plants but also a deeper appreciation of their magical details. The photographs accompanying each profile highlight intricate veins, tiny hairs, and the plant world’s wealth of textures. You’ll also notice imperfections—and that’s on purpose. Plants are unpredictable and always transforming; wildly shaped weirdos hold as much beauty as perfectly pruned specimens. Another note on photography: Much of the joy of living with houseplants is experiencing the way that these beings interact with and change the light in your spaces. To that end, the images that open each chapter play upon the idea of plants and shadows in the home.

			Along with a look at some exceptional plants, I want to give you permission to try, make mistakes, learn, and try again! Don’t be discouraged if you don’t get something right the first time. Keeping plants in your home is a long game, but the rewards are sublime. Throughout the seasons, they delight the senses, teach patience and curiosity, and offer endless surprise as companions both outdoors and in.
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			A selection of ferns in the shade house at the same Terrain location in 2022.
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Caring for Houseplants

			This guide will, of course, cover care essentials like water, light, and soil. But the most important thing you can give your plants is your presence. Patience and observation are as important as action when it comes to plant care, so get to know the green, growing members of your household. Study your plant’s color and texture when it’s watered and when it’s dry; notice when it receives light throughout the day and how much; turn the leaves over to understand how clean, healthy foliage looks. Many houseplants don’t want a lot of fuss, but some need it to thrive. You’ll never know what is required, however, unless you invest the time to develop a deep familiarity. Keep your plant near so you have the opportunity to notice its every change. This intimate relationship is one of the great joys of caring for houseplants.

			To build a strong foundation for the relationship between you and your houseplants, start by understanding their origins. A plant’s native habitat informs how it should be cared for at home and the ways you may have to compensate for what your home lacks. Tropical plants, for example, want high humidity, uniform moisture, warm temperatures, and consistent light. Desert plants are sensitive to overwatering but can tolerate temperature swings that would challenge more tender forest-native species. Knowing this background can help you give your houseplants more of what they need to thrive—which is why we’ve included details about each plant’s origins in the profiles in this book.

			[image: ]

			POTS & Structures

			When you bring home a new houseplant, give it space and support to grow by choosing the right pot or, in the case of some vining plants, the right pairing of pot and structure.

			Pots

			Pick your growing pot based on your plant’s watering requirements and size. A houseplant that prefers drier soil is best suited to a pot made of a raw, unglazed material (such as terra-cotta or clay), which will wick water away from the soil (this also makes porous, unglazed pots a good choice if you tend to be heavy-handed when watering). Plants that need consistent moisture should be placed in plastic or glazed ceramic pots; nonporous materials keep soil wetter longer. All growing pots should have drainage holes to prevent water from pooling near the roots, which can cause rot and disease. Pair your pot with a saucer or tray to protect indoor surfaces.

			Keep pot shape in mind, too. In general, vessels have four basic silhouettes: tapered, straight-sided, inward-curved, and elevated (like an urn). Tapered pots are best for plants prone to root rot or waterlogging; the design encourages evaporation, helping the soil dry between waterings. Straight-sided and inward-curved containers cause slower evaporation, so are good for plants that prefer more moisture. Urns elevate plants with cascading or pendulous habits. There are, of course, shapes beyond these basics. Consider a low bowl for plants with shallow root systems or rhizomes, like footed ferns and begonias. Hanging baskets are well suited to cascading plants, but those without drainage can retain excess water; we suggest a hanging apparatus that can hold a pot with a drainage hole and a saucer. Throughout our plant profiles, we’ve called out when a particular pot shape is most suitable.

			Once you’ve determined the right material and shape, select a pot that’s only slightly larger than the plant’s current root-ball. You can always move the plant to a larger pot as it grows (see Repotting), but starting with too large a pot can kill a plant if it doesn’t have an expansive enough root system to use all the water that the soil can hold.

			Growing pots must be selected based on a plant’s needs, but to suit your aesthetic preferences, you may choose to disguise the plastic grower’s pot that comes home with your plant from the nursery by pairing it with a cachepot. Cachepots are decorative containers without drainage holes. A grower’s pot can be placed inside, and it should slip in and out easily for watering or other maintenance.

			Structures

			Vining plants that have a tendency to climb need support. Without the aid of a structure, they will break under their own weight, become an unhappy mess on the floor, or attempt to navigate your furniture as they reach for the sky. 

			Some plants—including dischidia, climbing rock plant, and angel vine)—can be trained to grow on many types of structures. There are lots of ready-made options; common shapes include hoops, obelisks, tuteurs, bamboo tripods, and trellises. Other plants prefer organic materials like moss poles (see right) or wood supports. For smaller or lighter specimens, you can simply use a piece of wire bent into the desired shape. You can also make a basic structure using heavy-gauge wire or bamboo poles; or utilize an existing support in your home, such as an unheated pipe or the side of a bookshelf.

			Once you’ve selected the structure, you’ll need to train the plant onto it. Smaller plants (like the angel vine shown here) don’t need anything to adhere them to a support. Just gently and loosely wrap individual tendrils around the structure, encouraging them to grow upon it. For more substantial specimens, attach stems using bind wire, garden twine, or Velcro plant ties. Anchor the stem at intervals, using the fewest attachments possible. Don’t tie too tightly—the plant needs room to expand within the tie and along the structure.

			Plants with aerial roots, like aroids, will eventually stabilize themselves and no longer need anchors. More delicate vines, like hoyas and angel vines, will continue to produce new tendrils that you’ll want to encourage toward your desired shape. As offshoots emerge, decide whether to wrap them around the structure or let them explore freely. 
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			Moss Poles

			Climbers with aerial roots, like monsteras, philodendrons, and vining aroids, prefer a moss pole that mimics their native support: the nooks and crannies of a tree. These plants will especially appreciate the moss pole’s many points of attachment and constant supply of moisture. Premade moss poles are widely available for purchase.

			

			
Soil

			The purpose of a growing medium is to supply a plant with nutrients, manage water drainage and airflow, and provide structure for roots to anchor the plant in its pot. Though often referred to as “soil,” many growing mediums are actually soilless mixes. Typically composed with a base of peat or coconut coir, these mixes have more drainage elements than soil and are fully sterile. Custom-blended potting mixes are available to meet the needs of many houseplant types. In the plant profiles that follow, we recommend four basic types of commercially available mixes:

			
				
Potting Mix. A light and sterile soilless blend—often a base of peat moss or coconut coir mixed with perlite, sometimes with vermiculite and pine bark—that has the general nutrition, water retention, and drainage properties required by many houseplants. In most situations, blends labeled “houseplant mixes” can be used interchangeably with potting mix. Mixes billed as “moisture retaining” often have crystals or gel components to increase water retention—be cautious, as this can sometimes complicate plant care by causing uneven water evaporation.

				
Succulent Mix. A heavy, porous, well-draining mix of coarse aggregates that’s optimal for succulents. Component parts may include gravel, coarse sand, some organic matter, and/or baked clay products.

				
African Violet Mix. A lightweight, moisture-retaining soilless mix containing micronutrients specifically for African violets and other gesneriads.

				
Orchid Mix. This soilless, chunky mix can hold moisture if well saturated, but it is well draining and has a larger aggregate size for plants that need structure in their substrate, like orchids and many epiphytes. It typically contains a blend of pine bark and other aggregates, such as sphagnum moss, perlite, expanded clay, charcoal, coconut husk chips, pumice, and lava rock.

			

			
				Potting Mix vs Potting soil

			Commercially available potting soil differs from potting mix; the former is a heavier blend that often contains garden soil, sand, and compost and is not sterile, meaning it could harbor fungi, disease, and even stray seeds. As such, potting soil and garden soil are not recommended for houseplants.

			

			Amended Mixes & Custom Blends

			Once you understand the different elements of a growing substrate, you may want to tailor mixes specifically to your individual houseplants. The simplest way to make a custom blend is to begin with a high-quality potting mix and amend it to suit a plant’s nutrient, water retention, and structural needs (more on this to follow). We’ve noted how you might want to amend your mixes where applicable in our plant profiles. For best results, always start with presterilized components from a reputable source.

			As you get more comfortable with this and see the benefit of your modifications, you might choose to make your own blends from scratch. There are many homemade potting mix recipes to reference online; most recommend a base of peat moss or well-washed coconut coir in a 60:40 ratio to drainage substrates like perlite, vermiculite, or fine orchid bark. To this basic recipe, other drainage and nutritional components can be added to further customize the mix and support a plant’s particular needs.

			Nutrition

			All plants need nutrients to grow. Nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, sulfur, calcium, and magnesium are macronutrients that plants generally need in larger quantities. Micronutrients comprise all other nutrients and are just as necessary for plant health; plants simply need them in smaller quantities. Plants that require nutrient-rich soil need a mix that provides both macro- and micronutrients. You can build nutrients into your soil using the four amendments below. Adding a slow-release fertilizer at the time of planting is optional but highly recommended (see Fertilizer, for additional information on plant nutrition).

			
				
Compost. A soilless component made of well-rotted organic matter, compost is an excellent source of nutrients and a great addition to a custom mix for plants that need loamy, nutrient-rich soil. Note: For indoor use, compost must be sterilized (in other words, you will need to purchase it, rather than making it yourself).

				
Biochar. A porous charcoal product, biochar is a stable form of carbon that improves soil quality while delivering macronutrients to roots, promoting microbial activity, and regulating the leaching of nitrogen and other nutrients from the soil. It’s best used in conjunction with compost and other organic nutrients.

				
Worm Castings. Worm “poop,” or vermicast, has gained popularity as an excellent source of nutritional content for plants. It fortifies soil blends with micronutrients and trace elements that help plants thrive.

				
Humus. Like compost, humus is well-rotted organic matter. However, it forms over longer periods of time and is mostly made of carbon (compost contains carbon as well as other nutrients). Humus is typically found in garden soils. Humans compost; nature makes humus.

			

			Drainage, Aeration & Weight

			The component parts of a soil or soilless mix affect how well that mix retains or sheds excess water (drainage), as well as how much air space it provides for roots to grow and exchange gases (aeration). All mixes must support these two functions while also supplying water and nutrients to roots.

			The size of a mix’s component parts is called aggregate size, and this size affects both the soil’s drainage and aeration. Aggregate size can be chunky (think small wood chips) or fine (like sawdust—but don’t use sawdust!). A coarse, chunky, or larger aggregate mix provides lots of space for roots to grow and water to run through, while fine mixes are denser and retain water better. All the components of a mix should be about the same size, as varied sizes can lead to waterlogging.

			The plant’s need for water retention should also be considered, as different soilless components vary in their capacity to hold and release moisture. Gravel and stone have no capacity to hold moisture and are helpful for arid, well-draining mixes. Barks, vermiculite, and perlite absorb water and release it slowly as the surrounding mix dries, so they are useful for plants that need moderate to high water retention.

			Along with your plant’s drainage and aeration needs, you’ll want to consider its physical needs. Different aggregates have different weight properties; heavier blends can balance the physical weight of top-heavy plants like cane begonias or larger succulents, while lighter mixes typically contain less compost or soil components and may not support a heavy plant. For more on these options, turn the page.

			
11 COMMON AGGREGATES

			Here are some basic components used to build custom potting mixes:
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Peat Moss. A soilless component made of organic matter that has decomposed under anaerobic (oxygen-free) conditions specific to swamps and bogs, peat is lightweight, very finely textured, and retains moisture well. It’s also a great acidifier. However, peat can be challenging to rehydrate if it becomes too dry, and there are ongoing conversations about its sustainability (see opposite).

				
Coconut Coir. A lightweight, soilless component made of shredded coconut husk fibers, coconut coir is an alternative to peat as a potting mix base: it retains water well, needs less water to saturate, has a relatively neutral pH, and doesn’t compress. However, coconut coir lacks some of the micronutrient benefits found in peat, and must be rinsed well to remove trace salts from the harvesting process.

				
Coconut Husk. Made from chipped coconut shells, coconut husk closely resembles a fine mulch and aids in absorbing and releasing water while adding aeration. It’s frequently found in orchid mixes.

				
Pumice. A porous volcanic by-product, pumice is similar to perlite (see below) but often slightly coarser in texture. Pumice adds aeration to mixes but is heavier than perlite and won’t rise to the top of the soil.

				
Bark Nuggets. The main ingredient in most orchid mixes, bark nuggets are primarily made of pine bark. They come in a range of particle sizes and textures, providing a straightforward way to customize the texture of a mix to a plant’s needs while providing aeration and structure.

				
Rice Hulls. A lightweight by-product of rice production, rice hulls are a sustainable option for improving soil aeration and drainage. Rice hulls are lightweight and have good water retention.

				
Perlite. A volcanic mineral superheated to “puff” into small white aggregates, perlite is used to improve soil texture and retains both water and air (unlike vermiculite; see below). It’s very lightweight and will float to the top of a mix—a look we prefer to avoid.

				
Vermiculite. Mica that’s been superheated to become “spongy” and lightweight, vermiculite is used to improve soil texture while retaining moisture that can be slowly released back to plants as they need it. It’s finely textured and best used in mixes for water-loving plants.

				
Calcined Clay. A baked clay product, calcined clay is typically heavy and coarse, and absorbs and slowly releases excess water and nutrients. It also functions as an acidifier. Excellent for top-heavy plants that need even, semidry conditions.

				
Sand. Commercially available sand ranges from play and beach sand to coarser, heavier aggregates. Only coarse sand should be used as a soil amendment, as play/beach sand is too fine and will clog the soil’s air spaces, leading to waterlogging.

				
Charcoal. Sometimes used as a drainage filler for coarse mixes, horticultural charcoal is a lightweight amendment with the texture of fine mulch. It can be helpful in lowering the pH of the mix and providing some level of filtering for impurities in water.

			

		
				A Note on Sustainability

			Consider sustainability when choosing a growing medium. There is an ongoing and complicated global conversation around peat; while some countries are making headway toward sustainable peat farming, peat is a natural resource and peat mining contributes significantly to global CO2 emission levels. Coconut coir is readily available as a by-product of coconut farming, but there are concerns around the ecological impact of its processing, which requires large amounts of water. Innovators are pioneering peat- and coir-free potting mixes that prioritize sustainability, so look for options with these factors in mind while the industry works toward sustainable solutions.

		

			
Light

			Light can be quantified in two ways: duration and intensity. Duration is the amount of light each day, which controls a plant’s internal clock. Longer days signal spring or summer—time to grow (more hours of light mean more time to photosynthesize). Fewer hours of light signal the transition to fall and winter and may induce a resting period of less growth and minimal to no flowering. In general, plants want twelve to sixteen hours of light each day to grow and flower. When resting, they can tolerate less, but no fewer than eight hours per day.

			Intensity is the quality of light, and it represents the energy the light holds. An equatorial mountain-top in full summer sun would have the most energy-filled light on Earth, while a dim hallway offers very little. Some plants have evolved to absorb and process lots of light energy; these are typically big, rapid growers or profuse bloomers. Other plants are adapted to make the most of less light and get overwhelmed by higher intensity (among these, you’ll find some of our favorite houseplants for filling niches throughout the home). Understanding a plant’s native habitat can help you match it to the right light conditions. Does it grow in the shady forest understory? Does it bake below the desert sun? All plants need light energy, but where they should reside in relation to the windows in your home is dictated by their preferred intensity.

			bright direct-light plants need full sun and should be as close to a window as possible. (Keep in mind that light intensity diminishes by about 95 percent within a few feet/0.9 m of a window.) In the Northern Hemisphere, the window should be south-facing and unobstructed. 

			Bright indirect–light plants should be just outside the range of direct sunlight from a southern window (2 to 3 feet/0.6 to 0.9 m), or very close to an east- or west-facing window. They do not tolerate direct sun on their leaves for very long (if at all) and never in the afternoon. In nature, they live under the filter of an open canopy or at the forest edge.

			Moderate indirect– and low-light plants can live comfortably 8 feet (2.4 m) or more from a southern window, or close to a northern window. In the wild, these plants typically live in partial to full shade below the closed canopy of a forest.

			Identifying Light Problems

			Too much light

			
				 Foliage becomes faded, washed out, or dull, or turns reddish pink (when it should be green)

				 Leaves turn brown and crispy or develop patches

			

			Not enough light

			
					 The space between leaves or buds lengthens

				 Growth appears weak and leans toward a light source

				 Variegated foliage becomes entirely green

				 Leaves yellow and fall off

				 Flowering plants fail to flower or produce just a few flowers

			

			
				Light Meters

			You can use a light meter to measure the amount of light your plants receive. Typical light meters report light intensity as foot-candles. For reference: full sun equals about 5,000 foot-candles; bright indirect light 800 to 1,000 foot-candles; and anything below 800 foot- candles moderate indirect or low light.

			

			
Light Tips & Tricks

			
				 Light intensity varies throughout the year, so move your plants accordingly. In summer, you may need to shift plants away from windows that receive direct light. In winter, move them as close to the window as possible, unless your windows are especially drafty. (Typical insulated windows are usually fine; be cautious if you can feel air moving through the frame.)

				 Light is also heat. Eastern-facing windows receive morning light, which is cooler than the afternoon light of a western window. Choose eastern windows for delicate plants that need limited direct or morning light.

				 Keep your windows clean. It makes a difference in the light your plants receive.

				 If you must move a plant into different light conditions, keep in mind that modest decreases in light intensity are easier for a plant to handle than increases. A full-sun plant moved to bright indirect–light conditions will generally adapt, though you should expect some signs of stress, including leaf loss, reduced flowering, and less vigor. This type of change is best enacted for only a short period (perhaps during the winter months); ideally, you’d eventually return the plant to its preferred light condition. Low-light plants can’t be moved to brighter light without risk of severe stress and decline. For more best practices when moving your plants.
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				Artificial Light

			To prolong the growth of tropical plants, use artificial lights to extend hours of “daylight” or provide more intense light in winter. Artificial lights also let you move plants freely around a room, regardless of the intensity of light they prefer.

			When configuring your lighting system, the strength of the bulb and its proximity to the plant are important. Pay attention to the light’s PPF (photosynthetic photon flux) or PPFD (photosynthetic photon flux density). These are measures of usable light; the higher the number, the more light energy a plant will receive. (Don’t confuse these metrics with a bulb’s wattage, which is how much energy it needs to produce light, rather than how much energy that light produces.) Generally, flowering plants need greater intensity, with a light source located 6 to 12 inches (15 to 30 cm) from the plant, while foliage-only plants require less intensity and a light placed 12 to 24 inches (30 to 61 cm) away.
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			Watering

			Watering is perhaps the most feared element of houseplant care, because it’s where many plant parents either overindulge or fall prey to forget-fulness or inconsistency. We’ll give individual guidance for each of the plants featured in this book, but watering should ultimately be tailored to your plant and your home. 

			Understanding Your Plant’s Water Needs

			While there’s no perfect formula for when and how to water, answering the questions below can help you create the best routine for your plant.

			What are your plant’s ORIGINS? Is it native to a desert, near-desert, temperate, subtropical, or tropical environment? Each of these habitats has a different rainfall pattern that your plant species has genetically adapted to over thousands of years.

			Is your plant actively growing? If your plant is producing new leaves or is about to bloom, it needs an even supply of water—no skipped waterings or overwatering. If its growth is slowing down, it has finished blooming, or it is resting, then water is less imperative. Many plants prefer to be drier while they rest.

			How much light is your plant getting? More light means more photosynthesis, which in turn requires more water. Leafy plants in lower light will see slower moisture evaporation, so less water is better. Succulents are an exception; they’re adapted to store water differently than other plants, so they can withstand heat and sun without frequent watering.

			How big is your plant and how much soil is it growing in? A small plant in a big pot of soil can easily drown; its roots are not developed enough to use all the water in the soil. Conversely, a big plant in little soil will require frequent watering.

			What kind of pot is your plant in? Clay pots wick water from the soil, so they dry faster than nonporous plastic or glazed ceramic pots. (For more on pot choices.)

			What kind of soil is your plant in? Chunkier soils made of bark or gravel drain quickly and don’t retain moisture long. Finer potting soils (which often have a base of peat moss) can take more time and water to wet but retain moisture longer. Be cautious with these finer soils; if they dry too much, they shrink and become difficult to rehydrate. (For more on soil.)

			What is the temperature and humidity surrounding your plant? Air can be a terrible water thief—dry, hot air will steal moisture from your plant and its soil. Increasing the humidity around a plant will reduce water loss from transpiration (the process by which plants absorb, circulate, and release water) and evaporation.

			Your answers to the previous questions will help you establish a watering program—but remember that it may require adjustment over time. Once again, observation is key. Set a schedule to check on your plants, then use these techniques to determine if they need water:

			
				 If a plant is small enough to handle, feel its weight when it’s wet, when it’s damp, then when it’s a bit dry. Once you understand the difference between these conditions, you’ll have an easy way to judge moisture levels.

				 Touch the soil surface and, if possible, put your finger into the soil up to a knuckle to learn what wet, damp, and dry soils feel like.

				 Finally, look for signs that your plant is unhappy. Crispy brown leaf edges, limp leaves, and premature flower drop are signs of underwatering. Mushy leaves, browning leaf tips, yellowing leaves, mold, and rot are signs of too much water.

			

			How to Water

			The objective of watering is to saturate the soil—not the plant—so situate the tip of the can’s spout under and away from foliage. Water gradually until it drains from the bottom of the pot into a saucer. Allow excess water to sit in the saucer for thirty minutes, then drain. If the plant cannot be moved, you can empty a full saucer with a turkey baster.

			Smaller, moisture-loving plants appreciate an occasional immersion of their pot in a full saucer or bowl of water, so that water can soak upward through their soil. Allow to soak until the soil is saturated, then remove the pot from the water and drain before returning it to the original saucer.

			Watering Tips & Tricks

			
				 Plants are sensitive to the chemicals in tap water, so collect and use fresh rainwater as much as possible. If using tap, let it sit in an open container for twenty-four hours before watering to evaporate the chlorines and fluorides added to most municipal water sources.

				 Let water reach room temperature before using. The extremes of hot and cold water can damage a plant.

				 For plants that need even moisture at all times, consider investing in self-watering clay stakes or a self-watering pot.

			

			
Fertilizer

			Fertilizing houseplants can be confusing. Plants require different nutrients at different times in different quantities, and some nutrients leach out of the soil more quickly than others. But fertilizer is a necessity for healthy plants, as it provides the nutrients required to maintain growth. We’ll give individual guidance for fertilizing each of the plants in this book, but here are the basics.

			Start with quality potting soil. Potting soil is often nutrient enhanced or amended with slow-release fertilizers, so good soil can maintain a plant’s health for four to six months without additional fertilizers. (The exact length of time will depend on how often you’re watering and how hungry the plant is.) Let a freshly potted plant settle into its new soil and environment before starting a fertilizing program.

			Look for signs from your plant. Your plant may be due for a meal if you see these signs: off-color appearance; production of skinny stems; flower production stopping before it should; internodes (the space between leaves or buds) that are long and weak or, conversely, stunted; leaves dropping; small and misshapen new leaves. In these cases, fertilize as recommended, but don’t overdo it. (When it comes to fertilizer, more is not better.) If the leaves are the color they’re supposed to be and you see new growth with short internodes in the right season (typically spring and/or summer), then your plant is getting the nutrition it needs. If you feed it during this time, do so lightly (at half the manufacturer’s recommended rate for any given fertilizer) with at least two weeks or four to six waterings between feedings.

			Reduce during rest periods. Many plants experience periods of rest, when most new growth stops because conditions are less than optimal (typically because the days are too short to support a plant’s photosynthetic needs). Though the plant is still green, it’s essentially hibernating. During this time, reduce fertilizing to once a month, if at all. Resting plants often need less water, which means less of the fertilizer ingredients will leach from the soil. This can cause a harmful accumulation of the chemical “salt” found in most fertilizers if applications aren’t limited.

			How to Choose Fertilizer

			The phrase “up, down, and around” will help you remember fertilizer basics. Nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium are macronutrients that every plant needs, and they affect three key growth areas: nitrogen fuels green leaves and stems (up); phosphorus promotes root growth (down); and potassium supports fruit and flower production (around).

			There are both organic and chemical fertilizers on the market; either type will be labeled with a set of three numbers known as an NPK value. These numbers express the percentage by volume of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium respectively. If you’re just getting started with houseplants or want a streamlined program, use a fertilizer with an even 10-10-10 NPK value. (Some might argue that this is a waste; plants don’t need as much phosphorus or potassium when they’re adding lots of foliage, and an injection of nitrogen may cause a flush of leaves instead of flowers when a plant is about to bloom. But for most home growers, providing a balanced formulation will offer houseplants the nutrition they need at all stages of their lives.)

			As your growing skills advance, you can play with specific fertility programs based on the time and investment you want to make. For example, a high-nitrogen fertilizer is best for plants that will be only vegetative (all leaves, no flowers or fruit), while a formula low in nitrogen but high in potassium and phosphorus is best for plants approaching fruit or flower production.

			Fertilizing Tips & Tricks

			
				 For regular plant maintenance, our typical recommendation is a balanced liquid fertilizer, diluted in water. 

				 Generally speaking, most plants benefit from application of a slow-release pellet fertilizer when potting.

				 Consider the fact that the plant’s growth will be impacted by the amount of feeding you do; when it comes to larger trees we typically recommend fertilizing sparingly so these plants don’t outgrow your space too quickly.

				 The more often a plant is watered, the more fertilizer it can tolerate (and may need, because of leaching). Almost all chemical fertilizers deliver nutrients in the form of chemical salts. When plants are infrequently watered, these salts can accumulate in the soil and cause root damage. Larger trees, succulents, and cacti are particularly susceptible to this, and thus should be fertilized sparingly.

			

			Temperature

			Houseplants’ temperature preferences are often misunderstood. It’s true that cold is the kiss of death for most tropical and subtropical species, but 99 percent of houseplants don’t like it hot. The sweet spot for temperature in your home is 60 to 75°F (15 to 24°C). Above that, a plant’s metabolic activity will slow or stop altogether, which eventually leads to death. Some plants’ needs are even more specific; we’ve noted any unusual temperature requirements for the plants profiled in the pages that follow.

			Many plants experience periods of rest (see opposite); during this time, they prefer temperatures on the lower end of the range above. However, dramatic changes of 20°F (12°C) up or down can shock and kill a plant instantly, so avoid drafts and move houseplants away from drafty windows or gusty doorways in wintertime.

			
			Air Movement

			A house gives your plants the luxury of protection, but with walls come some losses—including a lack of wind and fresh air. Exposure to gentle wind is essential to the health of most plants; it replaces stale and tired air with fresh air, dries leaves if they are too wet, strengthens stems as they resist its pressure, cools the plant, and cleans it, too. If possible, introduce air movement around your plants with a fan or cross ventilation—but avoid cold drafts, hot blowing air, and strong gusts.

			

			
Humidity

			Watering is the first thing that comes to mind when talking about houseplants and moisture, but humidity is equally critical. Jungle air hovers around 70 to 90 percent humidity, air on a comfortable day in a temperate climate falls between 40 and 60 percent, and desert air ranges from 10 to 30 percent. A warm winter home can approach desertlike levels of humidity because the heated air creates a water vacuum, sucking up any available moisture—and your plants are often the source of that moisture, so they’ll feel particularly parched.

			While desert plants are well adapted to low humidity and shouldn’t need additional moisture in the air, tropical, subtropical, and temperate plants are easily stressed by dry conditions. If your houseplants require extra humidity, there are a few methods to consider.

			Misting: To increase local humidity around your plants, spritz with a mister or spray bottle. Spray as early in the day as possible, with a fine mist: large water beads can act as a magnifying glass and burn foliage in full sun, or dry too slowly (leaves that remain wet overnight can foster diseases). Tepid tap water or ambient-temperature rainwater is best for misting. Applying water directly on the leaves discourages spider mites, beneficially lowers the plant’s temperature, and deters dust. Do not mist buds or flowers; this can fade flowers prematurely, abort buds, or cause a fungal condition called botrytis. Plants with velvety or hairy leaves can’t tolerate wet foliage; instead, use one of the next two methods.

			Humidity tray: If misting is too time-consuming or not appropriate for your plants, try a humidity tray (shown opposite). This method is also great for very dry spaces, because it creates a humid microclimate around your plants. Fill a tray with pebbles or place a support block at its center, then add water to fill the tray. Place your plant on top, without submerging its pot. Top off water daily.

			Double potting: If humidity trays make your space feel cluttered, double potting is a good alternative. Choose a waterproof container or cachepot that’s larger than the pot your houseplant is in, fill it with peat moss, then place your potted houseplant inside. Keep the peat moss moist (do not pour water onto the houseplant directly). This method also has enormous thermal-insulating benefits if your houseplant happens to be near a hot or cold window.

			Humidity Tips & Tricks

			
				 Try grouping plants together to naturally create a microclimate with higher humidity.

				 Invest in a humidifier (or two) to place near your most humidity-loving plants.

				 Place tropical plants (which are used to generous rainfall) temporarily in your shower and create an at-home “rainstorm.” This waters the plants and gives them a humidity bath while also cleaning their leaves and mitigating certain pest problems. Before placing your plants in a shower, be sure the water temperature is just warm enough (not cold or hot) and the pressure is soft.

				 If a plant requires high humidity, consider placing it in a well-lit bathroom; your daily showers will provide ambient humidity.
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