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For my roots: Mom, Dad, and Andy






INTRODUCTION


Remember that special day you brought home your new houseplant? Full of optimism and enthusiasm for your precious new member of the family, you showered it with love and plenty of water. You watched each new leaf unfurl, admired its glossy foliage or its brilliant blooms, posted daily plant reports on every social media platform you could find, and bragged to your friends about how your plant is the most remarkable plant of them all.

And then one day, you came home to find yellow leaves. Yellow leaves! What happened?! You gave this plant every possible advantage and here it is drooping around the house like it’s not even trying.

What’s a devoted plant parent to do?

Don’t panic. And stop crying into your cactus; they don’t like that much moisture anyway. Let’s work the problem. Less pathos, more pothos.

The steps toward bringing your green buddy back to health are usually straightforward and doable. While your list of basic needs is extensive (pizza, coffee, Netflix, yoga pants, wine, chocolate, tacos, etc.), plant needs are simple: water, light, soil. Align those needs for your particular plant in your particular home and you two can grow together in harmony.

Fortunately for you, plants—unlike your ex—are good communicators. Most of the time, they will give out a few key signals when they’re less than satisfied with your current relationship.

Don’t speak plant? That’s why we’re here, ready to brush up your bromeliad, dust off your dracaena, and increase your fern fluency. Each type of plant will have specific signals for specific concerns, so it’s important to study up on your own houseplant. However, there are a few introductory phrases that will help you establish a basis of communication to get started. Repeat after us: water, light, soil.

WATER

Like you, your plant is largely made up of water. Also like you, too little water will parch it and too much water will drown it.

Improper watering is at the root of most plant disasters. Underwatering deprives your plant of the wet stuff it so needs to keep from drying out. The soil will dehydrate, making it more difficult to get it to absorb moisture when you do finally water again. The plant will droop and brown. Overwatering, however, is the more frequent cause of plant disasters. Anxious plant parents will apply the H2O aggressively and constantly until their poor plant is bogged down in a muddy mess of soil. Good for tadpoles, bad for plants. In all that wet, roots rot, spreading up into yellow leaves, soft and flabby stems, and eventually a dead plant.

A general rule of thumb for plant watering schedules—stick that thumb in the soil. Wet? Don’t water. Damp? Excellent. Dry? Water, please.

When it is time to water, pour it on heavily enough for water to flow freely through the soil and out the 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.

Knowing how frequently to water does depend on your type of plant. Some, like succulents and cacti, prefer to have their soil dry out completely before being watered again. Others, like ferns and figs, need to have their soil stay moist at all times.

Some plants—and some locations—will also need some attention to moisture in the air. Many indoor houseplants hail originally from tropical climes and are therefore used to steamy air and sultry breezes. This is easy to provide if you’re houseplanting in Florida, less so if you hang out in Colorado. Misting the air around the plant can help but can be a bit of a chore, and some plants don’t like wetness on their leaves. The reliable trick employed by serious indoor gardeners is also the easiest. Place a tray of pebbles under or near your plant. Get those pebbles wet—not sitting in a pool of water, just wet—and they will evaporate damper air around your plant.

For all plants, drainage is critical—a pot without holes in the bottom will unavoidably have a soggy bottom. If your pot overflows into a saucer, dump extra water out of the saucer for the same reason. If your teacup overflows into the saucer, surreptitiously dump the extra tea into a nearby houseplant. Manners.

LIGHT

All those useful labels pasted to plant pots at the plant store say things like “bright indirect light” or “low light.” Say what?

Here’s a general guide, though it may involve a lot of time sitting and staring at a window.

Low light: less than 4 hours of sun

Medium light: 4 to 6 hours of sun

Bright light: more than 6 hours of sun

Identify the light sources in your home. This means find the windows. Which direction do the windows face? Break out that compass (we bet there’s one on your cell phone). South-facing windows get more intense light, or direct light. North-facing windows get less intense light, or indirect light. If the window is otherwise unobstructed, the light can still be “bright” while also being indirect. East- and west-facing windows tend to get medium light. What is medium light? you ask. Stand by your east/west windows. It’s that. (It’s indirect light.)

What kind of view do you enjoy? If you’re looking out at shady trees (yay!) or the wall of another building (sigh), this window probably doesn’t get a huge amount of bright sun. This means it’s low light.

A couple of other light tips. Rotating your plant periodically will keep it evenly leaved and growing straight—the plant will lean into the sun. The brighter the light, the faster water will evaporate from the soil and from the plant itself, so keep in mind the quality of light while learning your watering routine.

Another routine to mind: dusting. This is more than tidying up; this is to help your plant breathe. As dust builds up on leaves, it blocks the sunlight, making it harder for your plant to photosynthesize. Photosynthesis is the plant’s version of breathing—plants use sunlight to turn carbon dioxide (reminder: this is what you breathe out) into sugars that the plants use for energy, or food. If sunlight can’t get through the layer of filth graying those leaves, your plant will not eat tonight. Smooth, flat-leaved plants can be gently wiped down with a damp cloth. Many-leaved or fronded plants will benefit from a shower to rinse away dust. And very delicate leaves that prefer to avoid getting wet, like those of an African violet, can be gently brushed off with a toothbrush.

Whatever light you have, you can still grow a plant! Just choose wisely.


Soil

Let’s talk dirty.

Most houseplants root in some form of soil. How your plant grows will decide which kind of soil you select for potting. A plant that wants to stay moist all of the time will need a rich, peaty, absorbent soil. A plant that likes to dry out wants a lighter, sandier soil. A plant that demands a little special treatment may persuade you to invest in a special potting mix, like an orchid mix.

Whatever soil type your plant demands, keep in mind that potting mixes exist for a reason. Digging up a scoop of dirt from your backyard will rarely suffice; potting mixes are created for the special circumstances and needs of an indoor plant. Added items, like perlite, will help soil drain faster in a pot. Beneficial nutrients that an outdoor plant might get from fallen leaves, decaying plant matter, and friendly worms are mixed into indoor plant soil.

Once you’ve picked the right soil, it’s just as important to pick the right pot. A huge pot will leave your small plant with wet roots while it waits for all the moisture to evaporate. In a too-small pot, the plant’s roots will take up all the space, leaving little room for soil to absorb water and provide nutrients.

Some plants favor annual repotting into bigger pots as they grow. Others are happy where they are for years. But all of them will need a periodic soil refresh. Scoop out or replace old soil and add in some fresh stuff to keep your houseplant energized.

Unless, of course, you’re raising an epiphyte, like an air plant or other soil-free indoor plant. You could have skipped reading this section.

In each plant profile in this book, you will find a frightening list of things that can go wrong. Spider mites! What are those? Fungus? Overfertilizing? Like a parenting book listing a million potential childhood diseases, this can be overwhelming. Remember, most of the time, you can thwart small problems with small adjustments. And a plant that is generally healthy generally avoids the bigger problems of pests and fungus.

So don’t worry, relax, and take a deep breath of that clean, detoxified, oxygenated air that a good houseplant contributes to your atmosphere.
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AFRICAN VIOLET SAINTPAULIA IONANTHA


Light: bright indirect sunlight

Water: water when dry and drain well

Soil: peaty soilless mix (not violet mix)

Food: fertilize weekly

Pot: underpot; repot annually

Though modest as any violet should be, the African violet still has plenty to say for itself. So much to say, in fact, that it has developed what could be described as a cult following, with entire greenhouses and plant businesses dedicated to producing an increasing variety of colors and sizes.

We love the African violet for its flowers, an array of vivid purples and pinks and blues, so rare in the stolidly green world of houseplants. One can picture that dramatic color catching the eye of German colonial baron Walter von Saint Paul-Illaire (hence its Latin name, Saintpaulia), who plucked it from its Tanzanian home and dispatched its seeds to Europe in 1892, launching it into houseplant fame.

Okay, maybe you weren’t picturing that when you spotted an adorable velvet-leaved, mauve-flowered plant in the grocery story. But if you are going to raise this still eye-catching staple of the houseplant world, you must be willing to acknowledge its heritage. It is African, and though an endangered species in the wild, from your windowsill it still dreams of its warm homeland in rainforested mountains.

Your job is to re-create that tropical environment to keep your African violet comfortable. Light, and lots of it, but not direct sun; the rays should filter through to your plant as though through tall rainforest trees. It prefers soil that is peaty and light, draining quickly. (You may spot soil labeled “violet mix” in the gardening store—don’t be tempted. “African” violets are quite different in their origins and needs from the Northern Hemisphere species beloved of Sappho.) Offer it warm, humid air and plenty of nutrients from regular fertilizing, to imitate the wealth of nutrients in forest floor detritus.

Proper watering technique, however, is the real secret weapon in African violet care. Fail to water the right way and it may break out in spots—literally!

Yellow spots on the leaves means your watering has been too splashy. When cold water hits one of those fuzzy leaves, the shock causes leaf cells to collapse, leaving you with a plant with the pox. Keep this in mind when you’re dusting, too; this isn’t a plant you can shower down to dust. Brush dusty leaves off with a toothbrush!

Watering the right way can be easy enough if approached with patience and forethought. Let’s review some rules:


	Use warm or room-temperature water. It’s best to let the water sit out overnight so it can come to room temperature and let the chlorine and fluoride included in our tap water (safe for us but icky for plants) evaporate.

	
Don’t splash it about; water carefully! Gently hold leaves out of the way, and invest in a watering can with a narrow spout.

	While some choose to water from the bottom or poke the waterspout into soil to avoid the leaves, it’s best to make sure the water is draining all the way through the roots and soil. Flowing water rinses away salts and other impurities and makes sure all the roots get a drink. Carefully pour water in at the plant’s base until water flows from drainage holes.

	Drain well! This houseplant won’t tolerate pooling water in the bottom of the pot. Make sure that your pot has a drainage hole and that you immediately empty any water that collects in its saucer.

	Just because this is a rainforest native doesn’t mean it accepts constant rain. The soil should be dry to the touch before you water again. When in doubt, water less, not more.



Anytime your African violet seems less than its full, flowering self, ask yourself first if you’ve been following the watering rules. Only then can we take a look at a few other culprits in violet unhappiness:


Dry, cold air. Yellow leaves? Few flowers? Rotting stem? What goes for water temperature goes for temperature in general for the African violet setting. It likes to be comfortable. If you find the ambient temperature pleasant, so will the African violet. If you’re wearing two sweaters and a hat indoors, warm it up! And add a little evaporation humidity by setting your plant on a tray of wet pebbles.

Too much sun. Yellow leaves are again what to watch for. African violets are shade plants, so avoid hot, bright windowsills.

Too little sun. When it stops producing blooms, lead it to the light. Especially during winter months, make sure your tropical friend gets ten to fourteen hours of light—some fanatics even use fluorescent grow lights.

Suckers. These are baby plants popping up along the plant’s base, sucking nutrients from the parent plant. They’ve got to go. Cut them away with a sharp, clean knife.

Scraggly growth. Time to repot! And fertilize. Don’t be surprised if your plant goes into a fit of the sulks and refuses to bloom for a while after repotting. It will get over it.

Pests. Aphids or mites or whatever creepy-crawlies are causing yellow leaves and limp leaves on your African violet should be removed right away. Prune affected leaves and treat with insecticide.



Now that you are fully conversant with the needs of African violets, how about going for another round? Time to propagate! Remember that most African violets sold in stores are hybrids. If you harvest its seeds for new plants, you never know what kind or color you might get. If you want a clone of your original plant, root it directly from one of its leaves for a small but exact match.
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AIR PLANTS TILLANDSIA


Light: bright indirect light

Water: weekly soak with careful drying

Soil: none!

Food: fertilize monthly, low-nitrogen mix

Pot: none!

Air plants are the modish darlings of today’s interior designers with an eye for a look that’s spare but with flair. These are not your average houseplants, settling their ample root bases in a hefty pot. Air plants instead literally thrive on air, perched wherever you feel like—pinned on a wall, scattered among shells or other knickknacks, or hanging from the chandelier. They thrive on air, light, and water, feeding themselves on photosynthesis alone. One has to admire their self-sustainability, but one also has to care for them properly. They might be unusual-looking, but they are still living beings.

Care is relatively straightforward. Make sure they get enough light, since they depend on plenty of light for photosynthesis. Water weekly with a good dunk in the sink, but let them dry completely before returning them to their perches. Once a month, add some water-soluble fertilizer to their bath. The more humid their location, the better, but they do need good air circulation. Tillandsia look oddly plastic, but they’re not—enclosed terrariums are not the best option.

When your tillandsia’s attitude turns less than airy, sorting through its worries starts with one simple question of identity: Is your air plant mesic or xeric? Getting away from dichotomous labels may be a good direction for humanity, but it’s kind of necessary when you’re having a heart-to-heart with a tillandsia.


	
Xeric Tillandsia are covered with trichomes, tiny cups that capture moisture from the air and give the plant a silvery sheen. These plants are natives of arid climates, ready to handle low moisture and brighter sunlight.

	
Mesic Tillandsia have a greener hue, fitting in with their rainforest origins. They are more accustomed to humid climates and indirect light.



With these differences in mind, a good way to head off future problems for your air plant is to make sure you select one that aligns with your natural habitat. Arizona readers might like a xeric companion, while those living in Florida humidity might want to opt for a mesic air plant. You can, however, adjust your own indoor environment to please your plant—just be prepared to meet needs that your home may not naturally include.


Too much water. A plant that is falling apart or soft in the center is probably suffering from rot, which starts when water collects between the leaves. If the rot appears as small brown patches on the outer leaves, gently remove them. If it’s advanced to the point where leaves are falling off, it may be too late to save this one. Make sure to shake water off the leaves and let air plants dry out before returning them to their decorative spot.

Too little water. Dry and brown leaf tips can mean your air plant is getting dehydrated. Check the leaves—are they curving inward in a concave shape? Time for a soak and a reconsideration of how often you’re watering. If this is a mesic variety, especially, keeping it in a humid location (like a bathroom) or misting between soaks can help keep it fresh.

Browning tips can also be a sign of stress. If your plant has recently been relocated or otherwise challenged, just keep treating it with care and it will likely improve on its own. Sometimes misting it between waterings can help.

A sad, wilted-looking air plant might just need better air circulation. It feeds on air—give it a constant fresh supply. Enclosed terrariums and vases won’t work. If you can comfortably breathe in a space, so can your air plant.

Yellow leaves are your plant’s way of saying they have had too much water and too much light! Stretch out time between waterings and keep your tillandsia out of direct rays.

Similarly, brown spots on the leaves might just be a sunburn! Air plants, even sun-happy xeric air plants, prefer indirect bright light. Move them out of direct rays and make sure they don’t have water sitting on their leaves. Brown spots can also mean your tillandsia is overfertilized or could even be an early sign of fungus and mold. Treat it with a fungicide as soon as possible before it spreads deeper into the plant.

A common question from new air plant owners is: What’s this white stuff all over the leaves? That’s probably trichomes, the silvery, almost hairy-looking, minuscule cups all over air plant leaves (especially the xeric variety) that retain moisture from the air. They are a good thing!

My air plant just had a pup—now what? Aw, it’s adorable. A tiny tintype of your beloved air plant. But why does the parent plant look like it’s withering away? Some (though not all) tillandsia do die after producing a pup. Don’t worry about it. It’s the nature of things.



The list of air plant varieties available to add to your home decor is extensive, ranging from typical types available in any plant store to rare and protected species available only through specially licensed importers. Pick one for its look, but also make sure you are picking one that fits the environment you live in and level of care you are able to provide.
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ALOE VERA ALOE BARBADENSIS


Light: bright indirect light

Water: water when soil is dry, drain well

Soil: cactus or succulent soil

Food: fertilize at most annually

Pot: wide, shallow pot

The celebrity of the Aloe genus, aloe vera is an easy-to-grow succulent more popular for its reputed healing powers than for its cuddliness. Its look is sculptural and austere, different from the leafy green style of vines or ferns. This houseplant is barbed and uncomfortable to encounter unawares. However, give it its own space and room for attitude and it can be a helpful and unique home addition without stressing you out over too many problems.

Aloe vera grows wild only in the mountains of Oman on the Arabian Peninsula, but it has been bred in homes and in temperate and tropical gardens for centuries. (Fun fact: While its Latin name comes from its reported origin in Barbados, it was actually imported to those islands by the Spanish.) It’s not hard to obtain or maintain.

As with most succulents, nonintervention is the best way to ensure your plant’s health. Water it only when the soil is dry, and make sure it’s contained in a fast-draining soil in a fast-draining pot. Give it good access to light. If you are good to your aloe vera, it can live for many years, growing as high as three feet in the right conditions. When mature—and this may take as long for an aloe vera as it does for a human male—it can produce a spiky, brightly colored flower atop a long stalk. As it matures, it will also produce pups, or baby aloe vera plants growing around its base. When these pups have a few leaves of their own, they are ready for harvesting—pull or cut them away from the parent plant, let them dry for a day or two, and then plant them in their own new pot, watering well initially. The parent plant will grow stronger when the pups are removed, and you’ll have a whole new set of aloe veras to enjoy.

To keep your aloe vera happy, watch for:


Rotting. This is the most common problem for an aloe vera. If you spot brown mushy splotches or entire leaves turning brown and soft, that’s rot. This plant is getting too much moisture. Ease off the watering and wait until the soil is dry before watering more. Make sure the roots are not resting in water. A pot that doesn’t drain or is too big for the root ball will allow water to collect around the roots, rotting it from the roots up. Dense, moist potting soil can also retain too much water for an aloe vera; use a lightweight cactus or succulent mix instead. If your aloe plant is brown and mushy at the center of its rosette leaf growth pattern, it may be too late to save. If you’re just seeing a few brown leaves or patches, change your watering habits and pay attention to its sharp, serrated edges saying, “Back off.”

Wilting. When we say dry soil, we don’t mean desert sands drifting in the wind. A succulent retains moisture in its leaves, but it still needs water. If your aloe vera’s leaves start to pucker, losing that plump succulent look, water it!

Bent or pale leaves. Let there be light! Aloe vera needs sunlight. While it can’t tolerate direct rays, you still need to make sure this houseplant is getting at least six hours of bright light every day. When it’s not getting enough light, the leaves can lose their bright green color and grow long and leggy, sometimes wrinkling or folding.

Orange or brown leaves. On the other hand, giving your aloe vera too much light can also cause problems. It may be known for its sunburn-soothing leaf gel, but aloe vera is a sunburn sufferer as well. Hot direct sun will toast those leaves, turning it from green to orange or brown. Move it off the windowsill to a spot that is well lit, but not a sunbath.

Yellow leaves or brown spots. Moving can be stressful. Your houseplant doesn’t enjoy it any more than you do. If it has spent its early life on a store shelf, underwatered, overwatered, or moved around, it can struggle. Get it on a watering schedule in a stable location, and it will usually adjust and green up again.



As much as you are trying to get to know your aloe vera’s needs, it is far less interested in serving yours. We know you can find social media posts about it as a cure for everything from a sunburn to digestive health issues, but seriously, this stuff is not magic. Proceed with caution: Large enough doses of aloe vera can result in allergies, toxicity causing, um, laxative effects, and even heart and kidney failure. But as long as you are not allergic to it, you can harvest the gel from its leaves as a skin ointment. Cut a leaf off near the base and break it open to squeeze out the gel. It can soothe (but not heal) minor burns.
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ARECA PALM DYPSIS LUTESCENS


Light: bright indirect light

Water: moist soil, water weekly

Soil: peaty with perlite for good drainage

Food: fertilize every two months

Pot: snug fit, good drainage

Adding grace and elegance to any setting, the areca palm is popular in tropical outdoor gardening, but also works well as an indoor large-sized houseplant; if raised in a loving home, it can reach well over six feet indoors! Its tall, slender stalks are reminiscent of a clump of bamboo, but its fronds splay out into rustling, feathery green displays.

Like many palms, it’s of tropical origin and will need to be handled accordingly. Humidity, moisture, and bright light are necessities, not just interests. Areca palm is not a plant for a beginner; it takes some care and attention, which may be part of what put it on the list of threatened plants in the wild. If you want an easy palm, take a look at a parlor palm or kentia palm. If you are sure you want the challenging areca, be prepared to pay attention and be a good listener when it communicates its finicky needs.

Is your areca palm troubled? At the first hint of dissatisfaction, its leaf tips turn brown. They turn brown in response to a myriad of perceived and real neglect. You will need to be a bit of a detective to sort through this list of concerns to identify the culprit.

Brown tips mean:


Too wet. Start with a pot or container that drains well and use a peaty soil with plenty of perlite mixed in to promote good drainage. Boggy soil will rot roots fast, and mushy roots can’t absorb the water or nutrients the plant needs. Check that the top two inches of soil are slightly dry before watering again, and when you do water, make sure it drains completely.
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