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This book is focused on growing edible plants inside in containers under natural light and artificial lights.

Poor lighting isn’t always apparent to the layman’s eye. When I started growing indoor plants, I bought a bunch of random grow lights, not knowing how to do this lighting thing. I tried different lights with different plants, mixed them around. I noticed that some of my setups were great while others didn’t work, but I thought that overall, the plants were fine.

However, I didn’t realize that my light source was mediocre until I noticed that none of my orchids were blooming even though it was winter (their usual bloom time). I despaired of ever seeing my mystery orchid blooming. 

But I finally improved my lighting setup. When I put my mystery orchid underneath an LED red and blue light, that plant finally took off ... and put out the biggest flower spike I’ve ever seen! 

Sometimes it takes a little while to figure out what kinds of light works best for your plants. And that’s okay.

Now I’m paying closer attention to how my plants react to the lights, adjust them and moving them around to see where the plants seem the happiest.

Indoor gardening is like that. A lot of trial and error is involved. But it’s a fun way to spend time, but more importantly, it’s also a way to improve your life when nutritious produce is selling for sky-high prices. If you can find out how to grow a some leafy vegetables such as lettuce, kale, or bok choy under lights, or grow your own sprouts, and even a tomato plant, you can supplement your diet with nourishing produce, and you can also have more choice in the types of lettuce you grow – because now you can branch out into heirloom varieties that are eye-catching and tasty. 

Certain herbs are easy to grow inside. You can grow carrots, beet greens, even strawberries with the right light and potting media. You’re not going to be able to grow huge quantities of them, but they can improve the quality of your life.

*
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A side note: try not to go overboard in spending a lot of money on these systems. Find out more about them before you make big purchases. 

I hear about people who drop $500 on garden supplies and only end up growing a tiny squash when all is said and done. As a gal who grew up reading my grandma’s old Organic Gardening magazines when they were still a small outfit in Vermont living the cheap gardening life, while helping my other grandma in various big gardening setups where she saved her own seeds and didn’t spend money on hardly any of it, this boggles my mind.

I remember seeing my 80-something great-grandpa in the big raspberry garden pushing a small cultivator, which is basically a small plow, between the rows. Would he have used one of those gas-powered tillers if he could have afforded it? Hard to say. Grandpa was a little stubborn, but at the same time, he used what he had at hand, because we didn’t have a lot of money. That’s just the way it was.

So, I was raised in a tradition of gardening on a shoestring, and it’s a good way for a beginner to learn. Start small and use what you have at hand as the old (we’re not that old) frugal gardeners did. Then once you learn the ropes, you can scale up to buying good-quality equipment when necessary.
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This photo is merely to show off my pretty Oncidium alliance orchid.
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GETTING STARTED
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“Honey, Where Are You Putting All These Plants?”

The problem with time and space as we know it means that we can’t have a house like Dr. Who’s Tardis. Outside, it looks exactly like a police box; inside, it contains 500 square miles of space, plus a pool (I actually have no idea if Dr. Who had a pool) and a room for really long scarves (for Tom Baker).

So if you’re like me and you live in a house that has, and this is a rough but accurate estimate, about 25 square feet of space – then finding a place for more plants is a challenge.

Not that this has stopped me from buying more indoor plants, oh gosh no.

But if you want to grow food plants indoors, then finding a good location for them might take a little more effort. At minimum you’ll need 1) a space that’s large enough for them to grow to their full size 2) in a place that completely fills their light needs. 

If you are design savvy, you’ll also need 3) all plants and materials to be aesthetically pleasing. This book probably will not give you very much on this score, for which I’m very sorry. If I ran a home decorating show, it would pretty much consist of, “This space can be improved by piling a bunch of books on top of it, along with this cool rock I found.” So I’m not exactly your go-to source for interior design inspirations. 

Plants grown for food instead of aesthetics will need full light, whether from the sun or from supplemental light. A flat of lettuce can survive on the kind of light you give to a dracaena or a pothos or some other low-light houseplant – but the lettuce plant won’t be happy, and it won’t bear the tasty greens that you planted it for. It will be tall and leggy and sad and pale, like ghost lettuce. You don’t want to make a salad that looks like Bunnicula has been raiding the vegetables in your fridge.

So, let’s start with the first step of garden prep, whether that garden is inside or outside: Assessing what you have and figuring out how you can make it work.
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“Honey, get those houseplants outta here! From now on this place is gonna be Tomato City!”

Assess Your Site/Window

Look at the space you’ve decided to give to your plants. If it’s near a window, how much light will the window provide? Do you need to supplement that light with an artificial light source? If you do, is there a plug-in nearby? If not, do you have an extension cord long enough to reach it? And can you place that cord where nobody is going to trip over it?

I really didn’t expect to have to do THAT much thinking over where to put a pot of herbs, but here we are.

But this is a big deal: Some of these plants are going to take a lot of light. I mean a LOT of light.

Higher levels of light will generally lead to higher yields for most plants, specifically, larger crops like tomatoes. However, if you’re growing some lettuce and sprouts, you’re not going to need to capture the entire sun and put it in your living room.

You might have to find a way to block the light from the rest of the house, like putting up a partition of some sort. 

Keeping Costs Down

When it comes to costs such as grow lights, soil, shelves, and the electric bill — start small, especially if you’re getting started. As any plant aficionado knows, it’s easy to add to the collection but harder than heck to trim down the population once you have plants heaped upon on every lighted surface in the house. So it goes.

Start with a couple herbs and some lettuce under a cheap grow light. Put a little pot of carrots in the window. Use an old tray from a greenhouse to grow microgreens. 

Instead of buying pots, poke holes at the bottom of a cottage-cheese container and use that. Old milk jugs and 2-liter pop containers, cleaned out, can serve as pots or mini-greenhouses, depending on which side you put the soil in. Rotisserie chicken containers or large containers for lettuce make instant small greenhouses.

Ever since time began, gardeners have always been saving bits of twine to tie up plants, reusing old
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