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This book, much like our plant business, has truly been a labor of love, and could not have been realized without the support of our family and friends. We dedicate this book to our parents, whose endless encouragement and love inspires us, lifts us up, and holds us together.
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Preface: From Budding Curiosity to Full-Blown Air Plant Obsession

“How did you get into air plants?”

My husband and I hear this question all the time. Why in the world would two young-ish professionals, one with an established career in marketing (me) and one with a burgeoning career in real estate (him), start a company selling Tillandsia?

Let’s start with a little personal history. Ryan was born and raised in Florida. He’s always had a passion for horticulture and an aptitude for keeping plants alive and kicking. Even from a young age, as his mother would reveal to me with great affection, he enjoyed his “dirt time.” He carried this love for flora and fauna into adulthood, and I first was able to truly appreciate this quality as he transformed the lackluster, tangled mess of weeds that surrounded our first house together into a beautiful, thoughtfully-tended tropical landscape.

I am so appreciative of his skill because, well, to say I have been cursed with a black thumb would be an understatement. I’m not quite sure why … the cards were stacked in my favor. I was raised in rural Vermont by parents who loved to garden, and were good at it. I grew up in a home filled with thriving houseplants, many of which my dad still tends to and several of which are older than me. And yet, even with great examples of agricultural prowess set by my parents, and although I have always loved and appreciated the beauty of plants, keeping them alive has never been my forte.

Fast forward to one fateful weekend trip to St Augustine, Florida. We’re there to scope out wedding venues and enjoy a little getaway. We’re strolling down St. George Street and spot a display of these curious little plants outside one of those seashell trinket stores that I normally avoid at all costs. But those plants—they are so cool! No soil needed? Hard for even me to kill them? We get a few home and we are in love. We want more. And we realize as we start digging around the internet, that there really aren’t many online retailers selling them. We should change this, we say.

Fast forward a bit more and now, what started as a small side business to share our love of air plants with others has grown into a fulltime gig that’s still growing. As our air plant business has grown, we’ve become more and more enthralled by these amazing plants—the variance in Tillandsia shape, their blooms, their resilience, and the endless ways to use them in design. One of the things that we love most about our business is the creativity of others that it has exposed us to. We have had the privilege of working with incredibly passionate Tillandsia growers, insanely talented floral designers, and creative artisans who push the boundaries of air plant art and design. It is truly inspiring, and something we do not take for granted.
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It is because of this—our love for each other, for air plants, and for the community that loves them too—that we have set out to make this book a collaborative journey. We hope that you will find it to be a helpful resource for Tillandsia education, but also that it will inspire you to find your own air plant creativity. We hope that you’ll share our love for these amazing plants, and that you’ll share this love with someone special to you who may be new to the wonderful world of Tillandsia.

We think that love and air plants are two things worth sharing.
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A close-up of the bloom on the brachycaulos x streptophylla hybrid shows its lush red and multiple purple flowers.
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Ryan & Meriel Lesseig are co-owners of Air Plant Design Studio, a premium online retailer of Tillandsia. They live in Tampa, FL with their two dogs Haley and Molly. Their mutual love of nature and design, and Meriel’s strong background in marketing, lead them to develop their business, which they are continuing to grow both locally and nationally. They enjoy traveling, especially to the Florida Keys where they are able to combine their love of tropical plants with their love of the water.
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All About Air Plants: Tillandsia Species and Care

Commonly know as air plants, Tillandsia is a genus within the Bromeliad family that consists of over 700 different varieties. While some Tillandsia varieties can be grown in soil, most prefer to be grown as epiphytes. Epiphytes are plants that grow on another host or object such as a rock or tree, and use the host only for support (not to derive nutrients from). Epiphytic Tillandsia thrive by collecting moisture and nutrients from trichomes that are located on their leaves. These unique plants come in many different shapes and sizes, with some having very symmetrical leaf systems while others display wavy leaves that look almost alien in form. The structure of the plants can also widely vary, with some types having a more bulbous base and others more linear.
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Tillandsia come in all shapes, sizes, and colors, and will feature distinctly different bloom types and cycles. Pictured here from left to right: a clump of blooming Tillandsia “Houston” produces bright pink flowers; a bulbosa variety blooms a vivid red inflorescence; a Tillandsia Eric Knobloch is a hybrid air plant with bright green leaves.
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This Tillandsia xerographica cascades down an eclectically-styled book shelf. This mesic air plant enjoys bright sunlight and will have looser leaves the more hydrated it is, though it is one of the more drought-tolerant air plants

While commonly known and referred to as air plants, this term can be a bit misleading as not all air plants are Tillandsia, and many but not all Tillandsia species are epiphytic, the distinction that allows them to be referred to as “air plants.”

Tillandsia species can be found in a wide range of environments throughout Mexico, Central America, South America, and even some parts of the Caribbean and southern United States. They are native to climates ranging from humid jungles to dry deserts, with some varieties even growing at higher elevations within the cloud forest. Most varieties will grow well in temperatures between 50 degrees and even into 90 degrees if given good airflow and frequent watering.

The majority of these species can be classified as either mesic or xeric. Mesic plants are generally greener, and prefer higher levels of humidity. Xeric plants are normally more silver-grey in color, can take higher levels of light, and thrive in drier conditions. Some highly drought-tolerant xeric varieties can even handle direct sunlight. Therefore, the type of Tillandsia should be considered seriously when selecting and caring for these plants.

Popular in the 1970s, Tillandsia have recently reemerged as an on-trend plant, due in large part to their relative ease of care. They are popular with tropical plant enthusiasts for their unique growing behavior and have risen (and continue to rise) in popularity with the younger generation of apartment dwellers and “urban gardeners.” Because they don’t require soil, Tillandsia appeal to the creative nature of millennials, the “maker” generation. A generation that values the unique and one-of-a-kind, this younger set of air plant enthusiasts find joy in the endless creative ways these plants can be displayed.

While most Tillandsia species are easy to grow, they do require some care and a proper environment in order to thrive. In the following sections, we will cover all aspects of caring for and growing your Tillandsia.

Determining Air Plant Care

The most common misconception about air plants is that they don’t require any care at all. While Tillandsia are much lower maintenance than many types of plants, they do require some care and proper environmental considerations in order to thrive. Most air plant species originate from tropical climates, and while they can certainly thrive as houseplants kept indoors in cooler or drier areas, their care should be adjusted depending on your environment.
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This Tillandsia funckiana still has its roots attached, which can be helpful for anchoring the plant into a wreath, frame, or other display. The root system on air plants does not take in water or nutrients and is used by the plants in their natural habitat to attach to a host—such as a tree limb or rock—where it will position itself best to maintain ideal light conditions. Air plants do not need their roots in order to survive and, when kept as houseplants, you can trim the roots of the plant to “clean up” the look, or use their roots to help attach them to your favorite display.

Air plants are epiphytes, meaning that in their natural environment, they tend to grown on another tree, host, or object. The “roots” that you see on most Tillandsia are not actually root systems to absorb nutrients, but rather are used by the plant to anchor itself to its host object.
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A tray of air plants sit outside on a patio table where they bask in the dappled, filtered afternoon sunlight. Air plants can do well outside in temperate climates as long as they get the right amount of light and humidity.

Air plants do not steal nutrients from their host, however, and only use their root system to anchor to their host as a home on which to grow. Air plants absorb nutrients through their leaves, using tiny hair-like vessels called trichomes to capture nutrients and moisture from the air in their environment.

The major factors when it comes to Tillandsia health are: air, light, and water.

While both mesic and xeric types of air plants share common factors, their differences will determine the different levels of light and water that they prefer. The major differentiating factor between the two types of air plants is the amount of trichomes they display; trichomes greatly affect both the look of the plant and how much light and water it will want in order to thrive.

TRICHOMES

It is through the trichomes—the fuzzy white hair-like things on their leaves—that air plants take in nutrients from the air and water. Trichomes are made up of many little cells, some living and some that are dead. When water comes into contact with the dead cells of the trichome, it swells them like a sponge and is absorbed into the living cells, which are then able to use the water to hydrate and nourish the plant.
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The Tillandsia tectorum Ecuador gets its fuzzy white appearance from its extreme abundance of trichomes on its leaves. This air plant actually prefers bright light and even enjoys full, direct sunlight for periods of time. It requires very little water, and in fact can be susceptible to overwatering. Because of this, they should never be soaked but instead will do well with periodic mistings as its sole source of humidity.
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