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You remember your first houseplant—the terrarium you made in fourth grade, the pot of ivy on your college dorm windowsill, the philodendron your grandma gave you for your first apartment, the orchid that lasted longer than the ex who bought it for you. At first, you cherished that special plant and watered it meticulously and gave it a place of pride in your space. But you know you weren’t committed. You weren’t ready. The terrarium started to smell, the ivy got lost when you moved dorms, the philodendron turned yellow, and you threw out that orchid when it lost its bloom.

But now you are ready for the real thing: plant parenthood. You understand that like that ivy, you have outgrown the confines of a small and humdrum space and are ready to introduce some physically and mentally refreshing green energy into your home, your office, and your life. Whether this is your first sprout or your passion for houseplants is in full bloom, it’s time to dig into some dirt about growing your space into a happy green home.

Fortunately, your timing is good. This is not the era (cough, 1970s) of the ubiquitous grocery store African violet sitting under fluorescent lights. These days our plants can feature prominently in our plans to do better by ourselves: while you find the light in your life, so, too, can you work to find the right light to help your little vine twine.

Houseplant popularity ebbs and flows with fashion through history, but at each budding of indoor-plant enthusiasm, plants seem to take on a symbolic meaning. For example, three thousand years ago, the Chinese started growing ornamental plants indoors as a sign of wealth. Tending a miniature flowering azalea during the winter certainly suggests a life of leisure! The legendary Hanging Gardens of Babylon were supposedly an extravagant gift of love from a king to a queen who missed her greener homeland. When Christopher Columbus (and other early Western explorers) sailed the ocean blue in 1492, he brought home tropical plants from new lands, a living history of exploration. The Victorians favored hearty plants like aspidistras that could survive the drafty, dim houses and polluted atmosphere—unsurprising in an era that had only just discovered central heating—more elaborate houseplants were a sign that amateur botanists’ quality of life was on the way up. The mid-twentieth century introduced the idea of plants as room-by-room decor, and spider plants draped over living room TV cabinets, while philodendrons popped up in office cubicles.

Recent trends move raising houseplants beyond the purely decorative to discovering how even a little indoor greenery supports our physical and mental wellness. This is a time period when we’re learning that nurturing our individual well-being translates into contributing more positively to our whole society—working better, living better, being better. We’re turning over a new leaf.

Now that you know a plant for your home is a great way to go, how do you find the right one?

Any home-decorating magazine will feature spreads of fabulous fiddle-leaf fig trees and dazzling dracaenas. While these plants did a great job being trucked in for a day’s photo shoot, when you’re planning a longer-term houseplant relationship, you’ll need to spend some time making sure it’s the right plant for you. Are you a novice already feeling a little nervous after all these mentions of philodendrons and violets? Start with something low-maintenance and reliable. Did you keep that ivy from college alive after all? You may be ready to tackle a more touchy plant like a bromeliad. Do you love the exotic and dramatic? A hanging display of air plants might make an interesting addition to your space. Are you more practical in your home-decorating interests? A selection of kitchen herbs can be an attractive and delicious way to save money on grocery store herb bunches.

There are perfect plants for every level of indoor gardener and every room in your home.

In the pages that follow, we’ll talk about understanding the quality of daylight in your home. We’ll review how to get started in identifying the way to properly pot and display any plant. You’ll learn about danger signs to watch for in a sick plant, like drooping or yellow leaves, and how to know which plants will work with the other members of your household, human or animal. We’ll make some recommendations for how to fit your plant into your decor and the use of different spaces—sun-loving plants for warm windowsills, water-loving plants for humid areas, and even plants that thrive in a dim, neglected corner.

Once you know what you can do for your plant, take a look at what your plant can do for you.


HEALTHIER AIR


It’s not an exaggeration or a flower child’s dream to say that houseplants improve air quality. You may or may not remember your high school science class explanations of plant respiration. Here’s the short version: while humans breathe in oxygen and breathe out carbon dioxide, plants absorb carbon dioxide and produce oxygen. The perfect pair.

Having a few of these little oxygen factories in your home will constantly replenish your personal atmosphere, pumping clean, refreshed air to your brain and body to support your overall health. (But don’t worry, if you can’t make things work with your fern, you’ll still be able to breathe!)

Beyond the symbiosis of plant and animal life, plants are natural filters for many toxins that pervade our environment, especially enclosed indoor spaces. In a 1989 study, NASA demonstrated that certain kinds of plants can filter the following common “sick building” by-products of cleaning materials, printing ink, paint, and other toxins from our air:


	trichloroethylene (can cause dizziness, headaches, nausea, and vomiting)

	formaldehyde (can cause irritation to the nose, mouth, and throat, and in severe cases, swelling of the larynx and lungs)

	benzene (can cause irritation to the eyes, dizziness, headaches, confusion, and drowsiness)

	
xylene (can cause irritation to the mouth and throat, heart problems, headaches, and dizziness)

	ammonia (can cause eye irritation, coughing, and sore throat)



While NASA’s study focused on small indoor spaces (like a spaceship?) and shouldn’t be taken as proof that plants eliminate all unhealthy atmospheres, the prospect of not breathing toxins seems like a good reason to cuddle up to a chrysanthemum.


NASA recommended at least one plant for every hundred square feet. You wouldn’t want to argue with NASA, would you?



HEATHIER MIND


Why do studies show that people perform better when they’re working and living around plants? Maybe because we grew up together—animal world and plant world—and your childhood friends can put you at ease. Or maybe it’s because your cactus is better looking than your coworkers.

Whatever the reason, several studies have demonstrated higher and better productivity when people share their space with plants. Offices with plant decor see as much as 40 percent higher worker happiness and productivity (I’m not sure how to measure happiness, but apparently it’s about the size of a jade plant). Schools that added plants to classrooms saw a rise in children’s test scores. Hospital patients with green plants instead of just sickly green wall paint have a faster recovery time.

If you need a brain boost to get through the day, just buddy up with a begonia.

HEALTHIER SPIRIT


Close your eyes and go to your happy place. It’s probably a different spot for each of us, but psychologists report that for most of us, it’s somewhere in nature—a beach, a lake, a forest, a garden. So why is it that we spend the majority of our day looking at a view that mostly includes walls and furniture (on average, people spend 90 percent of their day inside)? Bringing a little nature indoors is like bringing meditation into your every moment.

Beyond just the positive benefits of being around plants, the act of maintaining houseplants can be a thoughtful experience. Watering, dusting, and pruning your indoor plant friends isn’t something you can hurry through in order to check it off your list. It requires patience and diligence. Tend to your plants with peace and focus, and plant care can become a meditation in and of itself.

When you’re stressed or overwhelmed, take a deep breath, exhale, and listen to your snake plant breathe it in.


KNOW YOUR HOUSEPLANT


Let’s start with some quick definitions for the houseplant newbie.
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SUCCULENTS


You’ve probably seen a million of these, since they are some of the most popular indoor plants. They can be small enough to fit in your palm, and their neat edges and patterns give them an appealing decorative, sculptural appearance. They are so perfect-looking that they’re the models for some of the more successful fake plant varieties available by the dozen at Ikea. But nothing beats the real thing.

Succulents get their name from juicy, fleshy stems and leaves, their way of retaining water in drier climates or when you forget to water them. These are great starter plants because they take some effort to kill. Look for jade plants, hens and chicks, aloe vera, and zebra plants to start.
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CACTI


Most cacti are a kind of succulent, similarly built to retain water in dry environments. But unlike previously mentioned succulents, cacti have largely given up the leafy look, opting instead for a predator-discouraging, water-loss-reducing, spiny aspect. There is a huge variety of cacti, from the forty-foot saguaro to the fruit-producing prickly pear. Moving indoors to a perhaps more sensible size, there are still dozens of cacti at your disposal, like the barrel cactus, moon cactus, or flowering Christmas cactus. Actually, saguaros and prickly pears in a more compact form both work indoors, too. It won’t be a surprise that these desert natives like lots of sun, warm windows, and only occasional watering.

Just be thoughtful where you place these houseplants. A cactus is a terrible acquaintance to run into in a dark room in the middle of the night.
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AIR PLANTS


These are the odd little clusters of what looks spiky hair. In fact, sometimes they’re sold atop small statues for a gray-green punk rock look. Very weird. Air plants (Tillandsia) are a kind of epiphyte, which means they like to attach to other plants rather than root in soil. They like indirect light, so find a place for them with a window nearby, but not one that floods with enough sunshine to heat the room. These are tropical plants and they absorb a lot of the water they need straight from the air. Bathrooms, where the shower steam that may fog your mirror will keep your air plant extra happy, make a great home for them. In less humid locations, infrequent watering is necessary. Give it a good soak, dry it out, and release it back into the air.

Air plants are really fun to display in inventive ways, since they don’t require bulky pots. Hang them from a mirror, or attach them to a frame or create a full wall feature!
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PALMS


Let’s start with this simple but confusing fact: palms are not trees. Yes, every Florida or California resort is lined with those tall trunks crowned by waving fronds that everyone calls palm trees, but they are actually a kind of flowering plant. Not that it really matters when you’re looking for a plant to grow inside, but hopefully you find it reassuring that you need not expect your small potted palm to produce enough coconuts for Gilligan’s Island.

Palms are a wonderful embellishment for your interior design, since they evoke soothing tropical beach vacations, adding a lush, sun-soaked feel to the darkest and coldest of winter days. In general, they like what we like—warm temperatures, moderate light, and a pleasant level of humidity—but different palm species will want slightly different arrangements, so make sure to match your palm selection to your space. Areca palms or parlor palms are good starters. Crown palms and sago palms make for a more striking look (but watch out for sago palms if you have pets! They’re extremely poisonous. More on that in chapter 2). Now turn on an ocean wave sound machine, and you and your palm can both relax.
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FERNS


The biggest challenge in bringing a new fern into your home is deciding which of the more than twelve thousand different types is the right one for you! As one of earth’s oldest plant varieties (there are fern fossils as old as three hundred million years), they have had plenty of time to develop some individuality. Pick a fern that likes the kind of light you can provide and the level of care you want to invest. A Boston fern may only need an occasional check-in, but that dramatic staghorn fern will need a steady parental hand to guide it.

Most ferns like moist soil to grow—that’s why you’ll find them unfurling fronds with such abandon in the spring. To re-create this mood at home, set a fern pot in a tray filled with pebbles and water. The water will slowly evaporate and your fern will enthusiastically suck up that damper air.
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EDIBLES


This isn’t a tough one to explain. These are the plants you can eat—like herbs, aloe, flowers, even fruits and vegetables. If you are an energetic cook, you will love having fresh herbs readily on hand to add to your meal. Picture fresh basil leaves torn over pasta, fragrant chives minced into omelets, nasturtium flowers tossed into salads. Even if you and cooking do not go together, pots of rosemary or lavender make for beautiful and aromatic windowsill decor.

For the ambitious indoor vegetable gardener, larger pots or hydroponic towers can produce lovely fresh fruits and vegetables, but these will take a lot of care and attention, not to mention the necessity of playing the part of a bee for fertilization. Consider whether that’s the kind of relationship you’re looking for with your houseplant.

One thing to keep in mind is that most herbs and other edibles require lots of sunshine. Sunny windowsills and doorways make good homes for edibles. If your indoor growing space lacks large amounts of bright light, you might want to try another option.
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PUTTING DOWN ROOTS


If you haven’t been scared off plant parenthood by this list of plants and their needs, then let’s move on to the next level in making sure you’re fully prepared for the ramifications of flora/fauna cohabitation. Can you commit?

The first step is to think about who else lives in your home. If you’re solo, you get to design your space as you see fit. If that means air plants tucked into your shower caddy and pothos vines draped down your bookshelves, go for it! Let your plant family express you.

The upside and downside of sharing your home with pets or people is that while they may share in your joy of growing your own indoor garden, they also will probably want a say. Cats especially like a lot of input on what kind of plants appear in the home and how they will be displayed. A hanging spider plant with dangling tendrils is a terrible feline temptation for attack. And cats, dogs, and toddlers need to be protected from snacking on plants that may be beautiful but poisonous if ingested.

Another consideration is how much time you want to invest in this new addition. If you’re still working out how to care for yourself, it might be a good idea to start with one of the more indestructible species (looking at you, cast-iron plant). If you have that needy urge to nurture that irritates your friends, your partner, your coworkers, your pets, or your grown children, you might put your energy toward a delicate bloomer that needs regular maintenance.

Take a look at your schedule. If you travel a lot for work or fun, make sure you have a plant that needs only occasional watering and attendance. If you work from home, a forest of greenery may be just what you need to keep you focused and productive.

Mary Beth Shaddix, plant writer and owner of Maple Valley Nursery near Birmingham, Alabama, says, “Houseplants take a different amount of time and attention. Indoors it doesn’t get rain or sunshine on a regular basis. A houseplant is completely dependent on you.”



Houseplants are so much more than an artistic adornment like a throw pillow. Introducing this separate but similar life-form into our homes and work spaces can bring us better health—better air and better modes of thought. Bringing plant life into your home life can be a boost to your sense of well-being.

Plants can also tie us to our past, a living memory of fleeting vacations or the deeper connections to childhood memories of plants our parents and grandparents grew inside and outside. The plant that you use to decorate your home can tell a story. Add that extra depth to your life’s root structure and select a plant that evokes something of you:


	an on-trend, in-the-moment, grammable zebra plant with artistic leaves so neatly put together, they can look unreal

	a brilliantly colored but fickle orchid that blooms only once a year

	a rampant tangle of mint that bursts its pot and produces leaves for more mojitos than you can possibly (or safely) consume

	a wild, tropical bird of paradise conjuring images of exotic getaways and warm weather

	a traditional Norfolk Island pine, its feathered fronds calling to mind northern forests, Christmas trees, and winter celebrations (though in fact it hails from the South Pacific!)



Or pick them all and cultivate a jungle of indoor houseplant possibilities.
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Owning a houseplant is not the hardest work you will ever have to do. In fact, most of the time, it really can’t be called work. This is one of those relationships you just relax into and enjoy. Your plant is never annoyed you didn’t text back right away, never forgets (well, or remembers) your birthday, and rarely burdens you with its emotional problems.

Even so, it can’t be completely ignored! While some plants are higher maintenance than others, each is a living being that does need occasional TLC. Identifying how much of your attention your plant needs is the beginning of a beautiful relationship.

Ryan and Meriel Lesseig of Air Plant Design Studio present us with this clear formula: “A plant’s care breaks down to these important principles: light, air, and water.”

Let’s start with water.

WATERING


You knew this section was coming. Like us, plants are made of mostly water and need to consume water just as much as their human companions. It’s essential. What they don’t need is the eight glasses a day that doctors inflict on humans.

The basic rule of thumb for plant-watering schedules is actually a rule of finger. Stick your finger into the soil or moss around your plant. Is it damp? Your plant is probably fine. Is it wet? Lay off the water—we don’t want to drown it! Is it bone dry? Water. Stat!

Part of what puts a plant on “easy plants for first-time plant owners” lists is that the watering process is undemanding. As your thumb gets greener, taking on needier plants can be rewarding, but make sure you are ready to launch into helicopter plant parenting first.

Overwatering is just as much of a risk to a plant as forgetting to water. Watering is not an everyday thing unless you are raising a water lily. Plants like marinating in a bath about as much as your cat. “A customer asked me which plant to buy that could take being watered every day because she needed to be needed by someone or something. Most indoor foliage will die if watered every day,” says Joyce Mast, “Plant Mom” at Bloomscape, a Detroit-based online plant delivery service.

Each plant will require a different amount of water, but develop a schedule or habit for water checks and it can become a part of your routine—and maybe even a project you enjoy. Many indoor-plant owners make watering a ritual. Once a week or every other week, they’ll round up any plant that looks thirsty and collect them in a sink or bathtub to get them all watered—and carefully drained—at once.

“The simplest thing to remember is that plants are not pets! You can give a dog as much water as you want, but they’ll decide when it’s enough and stop drinking. Plants can’t, and they will drown,” says Matt Kostelnick, senior horticulturist at indoor office plant company Ambius. Enough water for most plants will mean filling the pot gently until water is coming out of the drainage holes, then stopping.
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HOW TO WATER YOUR ZZ PLANT


ZZ plants (“ZZ” is a nickname from the proper Latin nomenclature, Zamioculcas zamiifolia—try saying that five times fast), with their shiny, zigzagged leaves, are both striking to look at and easy to please when it comes to watering. They want you to forget to water and don’t get their feelings hurt by neglect. Let the soil completely dry out and then water thoroughly, enough for it to flow freely through the soil and out the pot’s drainage holes. This will ensure that your plant is wet, the soil is wet, and the excess water has washed away any soil or fertilizer impurities. Now just wait for it to dry out again—check in a couple of weeks.


Drain it! We can’t say this enough: your pot must, must, must allow water to flow out. Standing water at the bottom of your pot causes root rot.
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HOW TO WATER YOUR BROMELIAD


Bromeliads, like ZZ plants, are cool with a little drought. Water thoroughly once a week or less, then let the soil dry out. You do need to pay a little more attention to checking the bromeliads’ drainage. Bromeliads cannot sit in water—their roots will rot if constantly wet and kill your plant from the bottom up. Pot them in a container and soil that drain thoroughly, so they can’t soak. While their roots don’t like the wet, their leaves do. Bromeliads hail from the tropics; they like humidity! If your indoor climate can’t provide humid air (this will be an issue especially in cold-climate winter months when heaters pump out dry air), you can create a little private humidity just for your very own tropical plant: set its pot in a tray of wet gravel. The water in the gravel will evaporate and your bromeliad can enjoy that damper air.

HOW TO WATER YOUR STAGHORN FERN


There is a certain amount of trial and error in perfectly watering a staghorn fern, and usually more than one method will be necessary. These are epiphytes, like air plants, so they aren’t grown in a pot of soil that you can test for dampness but are attached to a plaque, hanging basket, or wall mount. A staghorn fern should never dry out completely like your ZZ plant. It likes humidity, so locate this kind of plant in a damp environment—like the bathroom, where you take steamy showers—or be prepared to mist it with a spray bottle periodically. Sometimes it will need a heavier watering, perhaps once a week. Spray it down thoroughly, focusing on the base, not the leaves, in a shower or sink, and then let it drip dry before you rehang it. It’s also a good idea to wipe any moisture off the leaves to avoid fungus growth.
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HOW TO WATER YOUR VENUS FLY TRAP


This is a popular gift for a kid because they’re a little creepy (a carnivorous plant? Ew). Usually they die as quickly as they’re acquired because 1) kids and 2) they are picky about water. They turn up their toothy leaves at tap water; give them distilled water or fresh rainwater only.
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