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To my wife, Erika, whose love shaped me into someone capable of fulfilling their dreams!
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INTRODUCTION

The truth about houseplants is that they aren’t meant to be houseplants—they’re meant to be outside, growing where they grow best! For all the plants we categorize as houseplants, this usually means somewhere tropical, like Central America, South America, Southeast Asia, or anywhere that has temperatures humans are comfortable in, which is 60°F to 90°F.



I realize that opening a houseplant-care book by telling you plants aren’t meant to be inside is an odd way to kick things off, but if you’ve picked up a book like this, then I have to believe either you’re curious about growing some indoor plants and want to dip your toe into what care might look like, or you’re trying to find answers to plant questions for the collection you already have. In either case, understanding that keeping houseplants is just as much an act of defiance of nature as it is an act of admiration and respect will help you squeeze every ounce of joy from this hobby, whether you’re growing a single plant or a hundred.

When we put plants in our homes, we are taking them out of their natural habitat, which is very warm and often humid, with perfect soil conditions and optimal fertilizing, and then expecting them to thrive inside a tiny pot, in a (comparatively) dry and low-light environment. Cut yourself—and your plant—some slack! If you were plucked from your comfortable home and shipped off to some unfamiliar place, you might have a tough time adjusting, especially if you speak a different language than your caretaker.

There’s a certain freedom that comes with letting go of expectations in everything you do, but especially so in the houseplant hobby, and I believe it’s the underlying secret to growing plants. While a few dedicated, plant-passionate folks will alter their living conditions to better suit the needs of their plant collection, most of us simply want to enjoy a few nice plants around the home or office without having to worry about them too much. However, when the droopy leaves and brown tips appear, it’s all too common for the plant parent’s initial joy surrounding their plants to be replaced with dread, and for them to start contemplating what type of person they are because their plants aren’t living up to expectations. For some reason, people often look to the health of their plants to affirm or deny that they’re a good person. If a plant isn’t doing well, it’s because it wasn’t provided with the conditions for it to do well, but the state of a plant in no way indicates that its owner is less of a person, inadequate, or incapable.

It’s also common to blame a plant failure on the plant, with the owner declaring, “This plant just hates me!” I’m sure this statement is said with an air of intended humor rather than being literal, but it passes the buck to the plant, which actually takes the plant parent further from their houseplant goals, not closer. The sooner you can take responsibility for killing a plant, the sooner you’ll be on your way to enjoying every aspect of houseplant care! Plants are for everyone, including you.

You must think I’m very bold at this point, declaring that houseplants are for everyone—a cheeky phrase we often tell customers who lack confidence in their plant-rearing capabilities. I get it, especially if you’ve already tried and failed at keeping one or two alive. You may find it especially bold when you learn that I am probably just like you. I’m not formally educated in horticulture, botany, or anything plant related. I got started simply because I wanted some plants around the house that would look nice and remind me of the lush greenery I grew up with in rural Oregon. But if I’ve learned anything from growing houseplants, it’s that the true joy doesn’t come from the satisfaction of keeping them alive; it comes from intentionally participating in the act. This is what I mean when I say that houseplants are for everyone, because whether they live or die under your care doesn’t matter. It’s enough that you did the thing! I just ask that you keep doing the thing until you find what works for you and your plants. With this book, I hope to help you find a way.

If I had known I would become so romantic about houseplants, I would have started earlier in life, but despite being brought up in a small farming community at the base of the Blue Mountains, eating much of my food from a garden and having almost every relative I can think of growing houseplants, my school-age self was more obsessed with playing sports than growing plants. When I left Oregon for Texas, I had no inkling that one day I’d write a book about plants. In fact, shortly after my wife, Erika, and I opened our plant store, my brother called and said, “Dude, what happened? You were a jock!” I don’t recall what I said at the time, but years later I’ve finally thought of my answer: “Have you ever watched a plant grow?”

I used to love watching Penn and Teller perform magic on television specials back in the ’90s. I was as obsessed with how they pulled off these convincing tricks as I was with the idea of true magic. I knew the card tricks, bullet catches, and disappearing elephants were an act, but there was always a part of me that felt like magic should have a seat at the table of reality. People use the word “magic” to describe hiking in the Alps, going on a first date with their future spouse, or what it’s like giving birth. We know they don’t mean the Alps are covered in unicorns, their date didn’t catch a bullet between their teeth mid-conversation, and giving birth does not include a vanishing elephant—though the hospital bill might have you wondering if you somehow missed an elaborate performance in your hospital room. I haven’t done most of the things people associate with magic, but it’s the most suitable word I’ve found to describe what it feels like to play a part in growing a plant.

Connecting plants with magic is not how my plant journey started, though. In fact, if you ask Erika, she would describe my early plant obsession as yet another interest, hobby, or just “one more thing.” I can’t blame her, as I have an intense curiosity about a multitude of subjects. But unlike other pursuits that have come and gone, once I “figured it out,” plants were here to stay, and I couldn’t stop talking about them. Each new piece of the plant-care puzzle would bring more excitement, and that excitement eventually spilled into my social media.

Prior to my interest in plants, I didn’t post on social media regularly. But I was having such a good time growing plants and experimenting with them, while also observing online just how many people were really struggling with them. I thought if I could just show each of these people a little trick I learned or help them with better pot placement, then they would get to experience the same joy and satisfaction as I did. That’s why I started posting about plants on social media, and what happened next totally changed the course of my life and the lives of my family forever.

“Does this have to be on the counter?” started to be a common question around the house. Erika and the kids were getting increasingly impatient with all the plants, plant experiments, plant projects, and overall disorganization that was coming from my hobby. At that point, I was posting plant-related content several times per week and had gained a few thousand followers interested in my care tips. People were so grateful, and to my surprise, they often asked if they could buy some of my baby plants or pay for my advice. This led me to tell Erika, “I think we need to sell plants!” We already owned a business renting out bounce houses to the local community for birthday parties and celebrations, so entrepreneurship wasn’t new to us. We were also small enough that it was mostly a weekend business, which gave me time during the week to devote to this new plant project. At least, that’s what I told Erika. But she would soon join me in this planty adventure, as it quickly became more than one person could handle.
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I started selling plants by going live on social media, showing interested folks what we had and how to care for them. Initially, our customers came to pick up plants at our house, until the online following grew to the point where we needed an option to ship. To avoid live plants sitting in a cold or hot warehouse over the weekend, we found it was best to mail them by Wednesday or Thursday, which meant that for a couple of days following a live sale, our hallways, counter, and dining room table turned into a shipping facility. The boxes of plants lining the walkways waiting for Monday led us to dream about opening a brick-and-mortar store so we could continue to help people enjoy their plants in a bigger way—and regain some of our domestic peace. After many more live sales and dozens of failed attempts at selling plants at farmers’ markets, we opened our plant shop, Famous In Oregon, in May 2020. But just days after signing the lease agreement, a strange new virus called COVID-19 forced people all over the world to shelter in their homes to avoid spreading this easily transmissible disease.

People are always shocked when we tell them our store officially opened in the spring of 2020, a time more closely associated with fear and uncertainty than economic success. But boy, did we thrive. With lockdowns forcing more people to be at home, they naturally wanted to enjoy those spaces more, and many people turned to plants, catapulting the industry into a frenzy. Whether folks were finding comfort in the positivity of plants amid the chaos of the present world or simply outfitting their video backgrounds for conference calls, we were just happy a bit of the spotlight was shining on our little slice of heaven.

During all the commotion, my kids encouraged me to share some of my plant tips on TikTok, which was already popular among teens and was starting to be more commonplace for adults to use—once we all realized it wasn’t just for silly dance videos. I posted a couple of plant-related videos but soon got distracted by the day-to-day operations of our store. Weeks passed before I opened the app again, so it came as a huge shock when I saw twelve thousand new people following me and an inbox full of notifications. Within a few more weeks, I had surpassed twenty thousand followers, a number I couldn’t even comprehend. I remember going to see the Dallas Stars, our local NHL team, and seeing the number in attendance that night flash up on the JumboTron. The arena was filled with 18,300 fans. I looked around at all the people, more than I had ever seen in one place, and was humbled in an unfamiliar way. To this day, I can’t think about it without getting teary. I couldn’t believe there were this many people in the world who liked plants like I did and who thought what I had to say was valuable enough to want to follow along to see what else I would share.

Years have passed since that experience, and I’m no better equipped to handle the immense gratitude I feel for the now millions of people around the world who are living their own lives in places I’ve only dreamed of—or perhaps never even heard of—but who follow me. In some way it feels like I’m part of their day, which is immensely special to me.

We still have our store five years after opening, which is a major milestone for entrepreneurs. I won’t pretend business acumen is responsible for our making it this far; rather, it’s the great fortune of having people around us who are smarter than we are about this type of thing—a necessity for a person like me who has their head buried in plants more often than not! We still do our live sales and love meeting with our audience, and day after day, we are still posting tips about houseplants online.

I didn’t have “write a houseplant-care book” on my bingo card of life, but I’m grateful for the opportunity to teach people what I’ve learned about houseplant care to help bring the joy of plants to as many people as I can. I hope this book is a breakthrough for you in keeping and enjoying houseplants and therefore a breakthrough in our unyielding efforts to help the masses. I dream of a world in which thriving plants in homes are as commonplace as thriving pets. After all, they’ve been serving man longer than man’s best friend!

To do that, I hope you use this book to guide you through the excitement of shopping for your first plant. It’s so advantageous if you can choose one that will thrive in the natural conditions of your space. But it’s not just about picking the ideal plant. When it’s time for watering, repotting, and pruning and you’re unsure of the next steps, grab this book and thumb through the pages for the answers. It’s easier to find peace when you have a direction to move forward in. When yellow leaves, brown tips, or suspicious spots have your confidence wavering, I hope you pick up this book for help in facing those challenges head-on, arming yourself with certainty in how to handle them and the wisdom of knowing there’s joy to be had, regardless of the outcome. And perhaps it’s that romantic side of me that hopes you use this book to remind yourself of the small activities that bring you joy in life, to do them often, and to recognize them for the valuable treasure they are.
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PART ONE THE BASICS





CHAPTER ONE “Success” with Houseplants

Have you ever heard of being “plant blind”? It’s a term plant people use to refer to the time before they recognized plants in their daily life. I look back at old pictures from my childhood and always see plants in the background, whether inside or out, and I can’t believe that I don’t have memories of anyone in my family growing anything, other than my dad and his garden. In contrast, years after my plant blindness went away, I can now tell you about every plant in my house and its specific location.



Something else I’ve noticed since getting into plants is how many places of business and public common spaces feature them. What I didn’t realize before is that not only do plants look nice and provide noise reduction and a sense of calm but research shows they also increase productivity and creativity. I’d say that’s a win-win for any business, which is probably why you will—now—notice them everywhere!

While growing houseplants may help create some Zen moments throughout the day, or even spur creativity, those probably aren’t the first benefits that come to mind when you think about purchasing them. That is probably reserved for the notion that houseplants purify the air in the rooms they inhabit, an idea popularized by a 1989 study performed by NASA, which showed the top common houseplants for air purification. The truth is that the study was intended for sealed environments and the results didn’t apply to regular home settings. Although plants very likely have air purification benefits, I doubt they’re as effective as your average air purifier.

There is, however, research that shows that growing plants helps reduce stress and increase mindfulness, which is a worthwhile task at any rate, if you ask me. On that note, I am glad to see a shift in culture these days, with constant hustling being replaced by a yearning for simplicity and peace. I wonder what impact houseplants had on that cultural shift, as their popularity has followed a similar timeline. Regardless, I do believe growing plants contributes to the mindset of seeking simplicity and wanting to live a good life.

One of my favorite benefits of plants is their use in the field of horticultural therapy, which became a formal field of study only in the last hundred years but whose origins date back thousands of years to ancient Egypt, where gardens were used as places of healing and relaxation. More recently, horticultural therapy was used in World Wars I and II to help veterans, and it continues to be used to promote mental health, physical rehabilitation, cognitive development, and social connections. I heard about horticultural therapy only a few years ago and was instantly intrigued. I immediately thought, “What is it about having plants around that provides that sense of positivity?”



SHIFTING YOUR MINDSET ABOUT HOUSEPLANTS

This book is a beginner’s guide to growing houseplants, and the pages beyond this chapter are filled with what I’m told is a unique approach to plant care. I don’t know how unique the information is—none of my ideas are revolutionary breakthroughs, and I certainly haven’t uncovered any new secrets to growing plants. What sets this book apart from other books dedicated to houseplant care is specificity and clarity in explaining care techniques, and this chapter, in which I offer practical advice based on real stories and experiences that plant experts tend to leave out.

I’m not going to tell you to put your plant in bright light and to not overwater. That kind of advice has been written on every plant-care card in existence, and the general public is still no closer to figuring out plants! I’m also not going to grab your hand and dive into the deep end of houseplant science. My goal is to make houseplant care as effortless as feeding the dog, and for you to love it even more. Regardless of why you want to grow houseplants, this book will help you understand the basics of care like you’ve never understood them before.

But before you jump down the rabbit hole of learning these techniques and the ideas behind them, you need to know that they aren’t very important to your enjoyment of houseplant care. Earlier in my own plant journey, I learned that no matter how long you’ve been growing plants, you’ll still kill them from time to time—or more often if you’re new to the hobby. The trick to falling in love with plants for the long haul is to give yourself enough time to get to know them. To do that, you’ll need to either keep them alive or keep trying until they grow on you—in the beginning, it’s most likely the latter. At first, it might seem like one of those relationships you can feel is a good thing, even if your logical brain is still raising an eyebrow in doubt.

If knowing the basics of plant care won’t guarantee you finding joy in them, what will? How can you enjoy something riddled with failure? The answer is by managing your expectations and preparing yourself to push through when things aren’t going the way you want them to. I think author and speaker Mandy Hale said it best: “When you release expectations, you are free to enjoy things for what they are instead of what you think they should be.” That doesn’t mean I expect you to have a house full of ugly plants and for you to not care and just enjoy them. That would make this a very short book! But I do want you to release any expectations you have, because it’s unlikely you’ll meet them right off the bat.
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Why are people so obsessed with plants?

Houseplants are a multibillion-dollar industry, and this is in spite of the fact that most plants die during the cultivation process or while in the care of people like you and me. So, what keeps us coming back?

One could argue that it’s simply a matter of decor. I’ve never seen a space that wasn’t improved by a well-placed houseplant, so I think there’s some truth to that. But I believe the draw to plants goes even deeper. It may even be part of being human!

Some of our earliest evidence of ancestors eating plants dates back millions of years. Over time, humans began using plants not only for food but also for medicine, tools, clothing, and cultural practices. With so many practical uses, it’s not a stretch to assume we became hardwired to gravitate toward plants. Eventually, this connection played a central role in the development of early civilization through the cultivation of crops.

Thousands of years later, the same instinct that would drive our ancestors to pluck a fig from a tree and eat it drives us to the plant shop. I hope that stays in humans forever.



I know you bought this book thinking it would be chock-full of technical plant advice delivering all the answers you’ve been looking for and perhaps even uncovering that one detail of plant care that’s the answer to all your problems. We will get to that, but first, let’s talk about the mindset you’ll need, because the truth is, everyone you know who has a “green thumb” acquired it not by giving up after their first failure, their second, or even their twentieth. They kept trying and failing until they got it right! You thought growing plants was about intuition? Nope! For any activity to become a reliable source of joy in your life, you’ll need to be consistent, and consistency takes perseverance, especially in this hobby.


The Trap of Intuition

The biggest deterrent that keeps people from persevering with plants is the idea that they already know how to grow beautiful plants. When I first started working with clients for plant consultations, I was shocked to learn that most of them believed they should be able to tell what a plant wants just by looking at it. If they were meant to keep a plant alive, then they would be able to simply observe it and know that it needed more light or a drink of water. If this sounds like you, then I want you to do yourself and your future plants a favor by dropping that unrealistic standard. While I don’t contest that caring for plants can involve intuition, I do think it’s a better idea to start—or restart—your plant journey without the expectation that intuition will tell you what to do and instead focus on the logic of plant care.

I focus on teaching the logic of houseplant care instead of intuitive-based plant care because of the gaping disparity in how much training we have in each discipline. I’d be willing to bet there aren’t many high school graduates who got their diploma by answering test questions with their intuition. I’d say the same for college graduates and just about any profession as well. People are more skilled at logic than anything else. I’m quite confident when it comes to caring for any houseplant you throw at me, and I’ll admit there are times when I do trust my “intuition,” but I would describe that as experienced-based intuition rather than the true definition, which is to know something without applying any logic at all. Plus, the moments when I rely on intuition are the exception and not the rule. Even now, with years of plant care under my belt, my plant-care routines are as basic and straightforward as what I share with you in this book.

The idea of intuition being the only guiding principle in houseplant care is a learned idea. When I noticed this trend with my clients, I was curious, because the thought of houseplant care being about intuition never crossed my mind. But I encountered so many people taking this approach that I started to feel like an outsider. Digging deeper with these clients, I found that they all had a family member or someone they knew who could “grow anything,” yet all they had to do was look at a plant and it would die, which leads me to another important point about developing the right mindset to care for plants—ignoring the concept of having a green thumb.



The Green Thumb Myth

If I could banish a plant-care idea out of existence, it would be the idea of a green thumb, an idiom that refers to a person who grows plants exceptionally well. The term is not so bad by itself, but it comes with an underlying implication that a green thumb is something you’re born with or without, and if you don’t have one, you can’t possibly grow plants. Of course, this is no truer than the idea that smoking cigarettes is good for your health, which doctors believed to be true until the 1960s. Unfortunately, unlike the fallacy of healthy cigarettes, the green thumb myth persists.

When people talk about having or lacking a green thumb, they often reference a relative—perhaps Mom, Dad, Grandma, or Grandpa—that was blessed with the ability to grow plants. But no one is born with a green thumb; they simply develop one over time and with experience. Consider the fact that the modern world is busier than ever, and previous generations simply had more time to devote to activities like caring for plants. Also, many of our ancestors grew gardens, something that’s comparatively less common now. There are many differences between gardening and growing houseplants, but there’s certainly some crossover. So, instead of hoping you inherited your grandfather’s green thumb, consider the fact that he may just have had the time and experience to know how to care for plants.

Why am I making such a big deal about the green-thumb myth? Science has proven that houseplants can be beneficial to our physical and mental health, but silly ideas like there being a genetic ability to grow plants can cause a barrier to entry that may discourage someone from even trying—or, just as bad, discourage them from being persistent when things initially go wrong, which they often do. Every time you have a perceived failure, that little devil on your shoulder tells you that you’re obviously not good at this, so why keep trying? You don’t have a green thumb!

The ability to grow plants, or what’s known as having a “green thumb,” is not an innate talent. It’s a skill developed over time and often through trial and error. To get through those small trials and errors, I recommend abandoning any ideas you have about innate talent or natural skills. That’s just noise that will get in the way of you learning about and enjoying how to care for plants.




ARE YOU AT THE RIGHT STAGE OF LIFE FOR PLANTS?

Later in this book, we’ll discuss more in-depth how your lifestyle fits with caring for a plant and how to match your lifestyle with the needs of different plants, but for now, I want you to ask yourself a larger question: Are you at a place in your life where you can care for plants? That might seem like an odd question, as many people care for plants while also doing all kinds of things, from running a business to raising kids to renovating a home. But let me tell you a story I hope will help you understand the reasoning behind my question.

Shortly after we opened our store, a couple boldly strutted through our doors in the middle of the day. Usually when people enter the store, they do so as “under the radar” as possible, but this couple might as well have busted through the door, with arms raised, exclaiming, “I’M BACK!” even though they had never been there before. We came to learn that they had just dropped their last remaining kid off at college, and they were officially empty nesters. The wife, absolutely brimming with joy, said, “I’m finally ready for houseplants!”

She went on to explain how she had always loved growing houseplants in her early adult years, but when she got married and had kids, she found she was too preoccupied with the daily challenges of parenting to care for them. She made the wise decision that, rather than resent plants for taking time away from her kids or resent the kids for taking the joy out of houseplants—not to mention the added challenge of keeping young hands and mouths away from them—she would revisit plants once she had the time to commit to them. Although plants are living, they aren’t quite as important to (most of) us as, for example, kids or significant others. Heck, they’re usually not even as important as the family pet, which is why taking inventory of where you are in life is so important to consider before trying to grow plants.

Upon hearing this customer’s story, I was in awe not only of her awareness of the stage of life she was in and the sacrifices she would have to make as a result but also of her awareness of her own personality. She knew she was the type of person who wouldn’t be happy doing both, unlike me and maybe a lot of you reading this book, who try to do everything they want to do, all the time. There are countless people in the world who can juggle several aspects of life at once. They can be an amazing spouse, parent, and friend, while committing to their career and still making time for a hobby they enjoy, but for others, even the thought of keeping up with all that is debilitating.

The fact that this customer made the decision to focus on her priorities early on in her parenting life by sacrificing a hobby she loves shows an uncommon level of maturity that still impresses me, and the joy she expressed on that day, when she finally got to bring plants back as a priority in her life, is proof of the power of plants. The consequence of that decision protected her relationship with plants and her kids. She is now enjoying the life of an empty nester, surrounded by all the houseplants she now has the time to dedicate to.
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I don’t believe all people, or even most people, need to be this disciplined to enjoy plants. If I had known this customer years prior, I would have suggested she get one that wouldn’t take much time away from the kids, like a snake plant or ZZ plant, both of which may only need to be watered about once a month if kept in low light. Everyone has time for that! The stage of life you’re in might not be ideal for fulfilling all your plant goals and aspirations, but that doesn’t mean you should swear them off until the perfect time arrives. And you can drastically increase the likelihood that your plants will love you (and you’ll love them back) if you choose ones that suit your lifestyle. For example, if you’re living your life constantly on the go, I recommend buying plants that don’t need to be watered often. Make sure to check out my houseplant profiles in part 2 (beginning on page 174), where I cover the needs of thirty of the most popular houseplants, so that you can make an informed decision when it’s time to buy your next plant!



THE VALUE OF SETTING GOALS

Setting goals for your houseplants certainly isn’t necessary, but for those who have been frustrated in the past and really want to lean in this time, I’ve found that setting specific goals can help you trudge through when things aren’t quite going your way. Are you trying to get an orchid to flower? Maybe you simply want a nice, low-maintenance centerpiece for the dinner table. Some people just want to keep a plant they inherited from a loved one alive. There are no wrong goals when it comes to your houseplants, but when the going gets tough, you can interrupt any spiraling misery by returning to your goal(s) and reminding yourself that any setbacks are just part of the process and the reality of growing plants.

Along the way on your journey of figuring out plants, you’ll likely find some tasks you enjoy more than others. Some people hate repotting their plants but can spend hours meticulously dusting their leaves, pruning, and talking to their plants. Other people, like me, love repotting plants but are less concerned with how they look—if you find me dusting a bunch of plants, you’ll know it’s a rare sighting! When you don’t have a goal in mind, it’s easy to put those plant chores you don’t enjoy as much on the back burner. But having a clear goal will help you stay more purpose driven and motivated to do those less-enjoyable tasks, because you know that by doing them, you’ll be contributing to your end goal.

Having goals in mind will also help you stay motivated because you can achieve and celebrate milestones. It’s easy to have the wind taken out of your sails when you think about how much time it will take for you to achieve your goal. After all, plants require considerable time to develop, and there’s only so much we can do to speed up the process, especially if we’re keeping them indoors year-round!

For every new plant you buy, I want you to take a photo of it the day you bring it home. When people come to our store, they love to show me their houseplant collections—and I love to see them! They’ll scroll through photos they’ve taken of the plants they’re most proud of and narrate the story of each one. Eventually, their plant photo album (yes, if you stick with this hobby, be prepared to have a camera roll full of plants) will land on a plant they’re not so proud of, and the tone of their narration goes from joyful to frustrated.

“This plant just won’t grow for me! I’ve moved it here, moved it there, tried this, and tried that, but it won’t grow!” That’s my cue to ask, “Do you have a photo from when you first bought the plant?” When they’re able to find a photo from that day or near enough to it, I like to wait for the squeals of joy as they realize their plant has grown—they just didn’t notice it! When you look at something often enough it can be difficult to recognize small changes. All houseplants are either growing or dying; there’s no stagnation with living things. Stay ahead of this pitfall by tracking your plants’ progress and taking photos throughout your journey. You may be surprised by how much change there actually is!

Once you decide on a goal, I find it best to write it down so you can remind yourself of it as your plant matures. With our busy lifestyles, a handwritten goal can be surprisingly effective at helping you check yourself when things seem to be going off the rails, like when you’re dealing with a pest infestation or when you’ve accidentally overwatered your favorite plant. If you’re more digitally minded, you can make note of your goal(s) on your phone, tablet, etc., but studies show that handwritten notes are more effective at inspiring change, so you may want to at least consider pulling out old-fashioned pen and paper.
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My initial plant goal was to learn how to make an orchid bloom. While an orchid wasn’t the first plant I started growing, setting this goal was the first time I really focused on achieving a visible and tangible outcome. I wanted to prove to myself that I could successfully cultivate this notoriously challenging plant and witness its ultimate reward—beautiful flowers! Spoiler alert: It’s a lot simpler than you think. But that experience of setting a goal, focusing on each aspect, staying the course, and seeing that first bloom spike is one I won’t soon forget. It’s somewhere around two parts joy, one part relief, and one part disbelief—a recipe that catapulted me into complete fascination with plants and drove my desire to show people that caring for them is quite straightforward.

If I hadn’t set the goal to make an orchid flower, I wouldn’t have been as motivated to make sure it was getting adequate amounts of light, keep up with watering it, and, especially, remember to fertilize it, which is a task I tend to fall short on. Before we move on, I want to emphasize a very important distinction. I didn’t say growing plants was easy, but it is simple—just as lifting a heavy weight is a simple action but isn’t always easy!



IT’S NOT ABOUT PERFECTION; IT’S ABOUT THE PROCESS

More than any instruction on light, watering, soil, or fertilizer, making a mindset tweak toward your houseplant care is guaranteed to ensure that you derive joy from this hobby. Do you know that feeling you get when you’re doing something you really love? Something you could do for hours and be so engaged with that you lose track of time? I’ve found that in many things, such as exercise, pencil drawing, and, of course, plants. This isn’t a requirement for growing houseplants, but if you can make houseplant care something to look forward to, like meditation or a self-care routine, without the burden of expectation, that will carry you through any goals you have for this hobby, not to mention any challenges you face. When you do finally snap out of it and realize how much time has passed, I want you to recognize those moments with gratitude because that’s the foundation for widespread success.

When I say “success,” I’m not talking about growing a plant larger, longer, or fuller. I’m talking about experiencing joy. If you thought houseplant care was all about getting a tree to live in front of a specific window or getting an orchid to bloom, then you’ve missed the point entirely. I’m not saying that growing a beautiful tree or getting flowers from your orchid doesn’t elicit joy—and I know I just encouraged you to set goals to keep you on track. But whether your plant lives, dies, produces flowers, or grows babies doesn’t matter. Achieving plant perfection doesn’t matter.



PROTECTING THE HOBBY

It’s not enough to simply know that there will be challenges. We’re all aware of that to some degree, even if we need reminding from time to time. Whether you deal with overwatering, leaves dropping for seemingly no reason, or pests eating your plant, there will be challenges to overcome. When those challenges arise, your response will strengthen or weaken the relationship with your plants. This is when it’s an excellent idea to recenter yourself by going over your goals. When you overcome a challenge in pursuit of your goals, you’re committing an act of personal development that will help you in other areas of life that are important to you.

My “what to do when problems arise” protocol is just as important as the protocol that eliminates the problem itself. Spider mites, for example, can be frustrating enough to derail all good intentions and stick a fork in your green-thumb dreams. The first thing I want you to do when issues pop up is to set some time aside. In most cases there’s no need to act immediately, so leave it for your next day off, or when you have

[image: A six illustrations of polaroids showing the growth of a small plant in a blue pot over time, with dates written on each image.]








PLANTS ARE JUST PLANTS














PAY IT FORWARD




[image: A close-up of a succulent plant with cascading, plump green leaves in a terracotta pot.]
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