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			INTRODUCTION

			Most of us have memories from childhood of indoor plants that seemed somehow part of the family. Maybe it was a classic Boston fern hanging from the ceiling, or a potted cactus or bamboo, or a ficus in the corner. What many people don’t have to go along with those memories, however, is the knowledge of or confidence in how to take care of indoor plants of their own. I used to teach people how to grow food in an urban setting. Along the way, I realized how many folks of all ages weren’t ready for that because they had an outright fear of plants. “Can’t grow a thing,” they told me. “I can kill a plant just by looking at it.” And I knew the type because while my mother had a beautiful garden outside our Pacific Northwest home (with a little plot always set aside for me), she had a brown thumb indoors! Some people consider owning a houseplant to being akin to owning a dog in terms of responsibility. I must disagree there. While it’s true that like dogs, certain breeds of plants are better suited to certain owners, a plant requires far less care and less responsibility, and it’s much easier to learn how to do it right.

			After I realized it was fear holding so many people back, I made it my mission to give people the skills and the confidence to play with indoor plants and to use greenery to create a sense of home in their space. Think about what a space without plants feels like: clinical, sterile. Now add plants. Homey, right? Warm, designed, cared for. There’s real science behind all those fuzzy feelings; studies show that office production goes up when there are plants in the office and that dopamine levels rise for people with plants in the home, especially if they help handle them and care for them. An often-cited study by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) also found that certain indoor plants do a fantastic job of filtering our interior air of chemicals. While NASA studied a specific list of cultivars, all indoor plants work to filter the air and add oxygen in varying amounts, so the more plants the better! What I love about plants is that the beauty, joy, and health that plants bring to us indoors are accessible to everyone. Black thumb or no, there is truly a plant for you, and in this book you’ll find all the information to demystify plant ownership, including potting, watering, pruning, and feeding, as well as a guide to some of the most common houseplants organized by their environmental needs so you can easily pick the plants that both appeal to your aesthetics and suit your home environment and caretaking style.

			
				NATURE’S AIR FILTER

				In the late 1980s, NASA commissioned a joint study to determine how well certain plants work to clean inside air and remove dangerous and cancer-causing toxins such as benzene, formaldehyde, and trichloroethylene from the interior of buildings. This was in response to the rise of “sick building syndrome,” with symptoms not attributable to any specific disease, which the World Health Organization postulated was affecting a growing number of inhabitants of new construction. The results are perhaps not surprising: plants do a remarkable job of helping to clean our air and keep us healthy. The following are all plants listed in Part II: Plant Guide (this page) that get a thumb’s-up from NASA—though remember, all indoor plants contribute to a healthy environment:

				
					• Dracaena (this page)

					• Palm (this page)

					• Snake plant (this page)

					• Peace lily (this page)

					• Pothos (this page)

				

			

			But plants don’t just clean our air and generate a sense of Zen. They’re also design powerhouses, able to play into completely different looks and design aesthetics and act as statement pieces or subtle decor. Inside this book you’ll find everything you need to feel confident in bringing plants in all their glory into your space. Both those who live in tiny apartments and those with a host of spacious rooms to fill will find just the right look to highlight a plant as well as brighten a corner or bring drama to a tabletop. Because while many of us hold cherished memories of Grandma’s plants, we don’t necessarily want to replicate her aesthetic. Whether you’re partial to an untamed lush look or want a touch of modern minimalism, indoor plants are incredibly versatile. The projects in this book are meant to highlight what makes each type of plant special, whether it’s a striking pattern on the foliage or a cool texture to the leaf, and let you customize your designs. Don’t fret if you’re not crafty; some projects are more advanced while others involve nothing more than tying a knot. Both beginning and more experienced indoor gardeners should begin by reading Part I: Plant Basics (this page) and Part II: Plant Guide (this page), both primers of sorts to give you a good base of knowledge before choosing your first project from Part III: Plant Projects (this page). After you’ve mastered the basics, Part IV: Plant Style (this page) gives you a range of looks to inspire you and get you started on creating your own designs. Your indoor gardens can get as creative as you dare. Ready? Let’s dive in and turn your space into a gorgeous garden paradise.
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				Filled with tips and tricks for even experienced gardeners, this chapter is a must-read for beginners and those who think they have black thumbs. Because there is no magic to good plant care, just basic science and simple rules.
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			PREPARE YOUR PLANTING KIT

			If you wanted to bake a cake, you’d need both quality ingredients and the right size bowl, mixer, and pan. Successful indoor gardening is no different. While you can make it work with minimal and inexpensive tools, having the right ones on hand will make your work a breeze.

			TOOLS OF THE TRADE

			In truth, you probably already have all the tools you need to do basic indoor gardening, but, like with most things, there are also certain specialty items to aid in your (and your plant’s!) success.

			Must-Haves

			HANDS: Your hands are the most important tools you have! Don’t be afraid to get in there and get dirty—that’s half the fun of planting and potting. If you want to keep soil from getting under your nails, run your nails over a bar of soap, like you’re scratching it, to fill in the space underneath. After planting, wash your hands and the dirt will come right out.

			GLOVES: I almost never use garden gloves when working indoors, though they are necessary for handling cacti. However, most people like to keep their hands neat and clean and spare the manicure. Buy a snug pair that offers good dexterity and grip, since you’ll be working with smaller objects.

			SNIPS: The one piece of “industry” equipment I must insist on are good-quality snips (or clippers)—they look like a pair of specialty scissors. They are the only tool you should use for trimming roots and pruning. Their edges are razor sharp, which spares the plant by making clean, surgical cuts. A good pair is not that expensive. Make sure to maintain them by wiping them down after use and keeping them dry.

			WATERING CAN AND MISTER: You can buy very inexpensive watering cans and spray bottles for a few dollars, or spend some money to buy ones that are a pleasure to use and that are so pretty you want to keep them out. Of course, you can also use many types of household containers you already have for watering, even a margarita pitcher!
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			Nice-to-Haves

			While not essential, these items are especially useful for creating more intricate projects or working with smaller indoor plants.

			SCOOP OR A TROWEL: Useful for adding dirt or porous substrate to pots and digging planting holes. Measuring cups work well in a pinch too; just wash them after use.

			CHOPSTICKS: Great for poking holes in soil to make space for roots, (carefully) aerating the soil in your pots, or placing items in delicate pots.

			TWEEZERS: Useful for doing delicate work in terrariums or small bowls.

			ORGANIZATION: Since most indoor gardeners don’t have a reserved space for creating projects, where a potting shed might function outdoors, keeping tools and supplies both tidy and at the ready allows you to create on a moment’s notice—without creating a mess.

			PLASTIC TOTE AND CONTAINERS: While outdoor gardeners can throw all their tools in a shed, apartment dwellers or those without storage don’t have the luxury. A stacking plastic tote works well for holding all your tools and pots. For those short on space, an under-the-bed plastic storage container works as well. Plastic containers meant to hold large amounts of cereal or grains are nice for storing soil, compost, or fertilizer.

			KRAFT PAPER: Sturdy, hard to tear, and compostable, kraft paper is available in craft and hardware stores and makes a great surface for planting. Plasticized tablecloths, like those meant for picnics or outdoor tables, also work quite well.

			COTTON TWINE OR JUTE: Gardening twine or jute can be used to tie a plant to a support, repair a kokedama or mounted fern, extend training lines for vines, or even tie bundles of herbs together for drying.

			APRON: One with pockets can hold your tools while you’re working and keep your clothes clean.

			
				ARE HOUSEPLANTS SAFE FOR KIDS AND PETS?

				The short answer is: it varies. Widely. While some plants are considered so safe they are commonly used in food displays (echeveria), and others are notorious for causing bad reactions in animals (aloe), even “safe” plants can cause tummy aches in kids and pets while others could cause even more severe reactions, including death. If you have kids or pets, consult your doctor or your vet and tell them about the plants you have in the house. They will be able to give you more detailed information on the possible dangers of each and the threshold for toxicity. Use common sense and move plants to where children and pets can’t reach them, especially with small children or young animals who like to chew on everything! See Resources (this page) for some online sources that offer details to supplement the information your child’s or your pet’s health provider gives you.
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			MASTER THE ART OF POTTING

			Successful repotting of indoor plants is easy, with just a few basic rules to keep in mind that I’ve outlined below. In general, it’s a good idea to repot any plant you bring home within about two months’ time as plants don’t enjoy living in plastic nursery pots for long periods. In addition, don’t forget about repotting your existing cultivars to keep them looking and feeling their best. Plants in a 2-gallon pot or smaller should be repotted once a year. Plants in larger pots can go between 2 and 3 years before repotting.

			CHOOSE THE RIGHT POT

			
				• If you want a plant to get bigger, give it more space. Going up by 2 inches in diameter when repotting is a common rule of thumb, but you can give your plant more room if you really want to encourage growth. This is because the root system largely mirrors the canopy above, and giving the root ball more space encourages the plant to do the same topside.

				• If you want a plant to stay the same size, you can repot in the same-size pot so long as you trim the roots prior to repotting. See Below the Soil (this page) for instructions on how to trim the roots correctly.

				• You must water more carefully if you plant in a cachepot, a type of pot without drainage holes. Pots with drainage holes and watertight trays beneath give you more leeway for making overwatering mistakes. See Conquer Your Watering Fears (this page) for more information.

			

			ADD A DRAINAGE LAYER

			
				• Before

				
			

			OUT WITH THE OLD

			
				
				
			

			BEST POTTING SOILS FOR DIFFERENT PLANT TYPES

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
			

			HOW TO POT A PLANT
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