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Dedication

For Andrell, my grandmother
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My mission in life is not merely to survive, but to thrive; and to do so with some passion, some compassion, some humor, and some style.

—MAYA ANGELOU




[image: image]




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Introduction

Part 1: Becoming a Plant Parent: How to Green Up Your Space

Chapter 1: Finding Your Green Thumb

Chapter 2: Choosing the Right Place and Assessing Your Space

Chapter 3: Decor, Dahling

Chapter 4: Researching That Green Gurl

1 The Snake Plant (Ms. Dracaena trifasciata)

2 The Pothos (Ms. Epipremnum aureum)

3 The ZZ Plant (Ms. Zamioculcas zamiifolia)

4 The Rubber Tree (Ms. Ficus elastica)

5 The Spiral Cactus (Ms. Cereus forbesii ‘Spiralis’)

6 The Jade Plant (Ms. Crassula ovata)

7 The Air Plant (Ms. Tillandsia)

8 The Heartleaf Philodendron (Ms. Philodendron scandens)

Chapter 5: Let’s Go Plant Shopping!

Crest Hardware & Urban Garden Center

Greenery Unlimited

Tula Plants and Design

The Sill

Horti

Brooklyn Plantology

Chapter 6: The Love Is in the Deets: Planters and Soil Mixtures

Chapter 7: That Plant Parent Patience

Chapter 8: Building Your Lush Routine

Part 2: Plant Parenthood: How to Care for Your Green Gurls

Chapter 9: Building Your Garden: Plant-Care on the Journey to Self-Care

1 The Croton Petra

2 The Ficus Audrey

3 The Chinese Money Plant

Chapter 10: Watering

Chapter 11: Propagation

Chapter 12: Repotting

Chapter 13: The Scoop on Fertilizer

Chapter 14: Those #PlantParentFails

Chapter 15: It Takes a Village: Building Community Through Plants

Plant Profiles

1 Ms. Boston Fern

2 Ms. String of Bananas

3 Ms. Spider Plant

4 Ms. Ponytail Palm

5 Ms. Chinese Evergreen

6 Ms. Monstera deliciosa

7 Ms. Prayer Plant

8 Ms. Hoya carnosa

9 Ms. Pencil Cactus

10 Ms. Totem Pole Cactus

11 Ms. Euphorbia lactea ‘White Ghost’

12 Ms. Monstera adansonii

13 Ms. Dieffenbachia

14 Ms. Watermelon Peperomia

15 Ms. Pitcher Plant

Acknowledgments

Index

About the Author

About the Photographer

Copyright

About the Publisher




Introduction
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The daughter of an avid farmer and gardener, my grandmother was exposed to the wonders of gardening at an early age. She was raised in the small town of Clayton, Georgia, where her mother tended her very own small farm and a beautiful outdoor garden.

Herbs, fruit, veggies, my great-grandmother grew them all. My grandmother would often tell me stories about the old farm and how her favorite part of the garden was the little forest of tall sunflowers, her favorite flower.

Like all the Black women in my life, my grandmother was full of magic, soul, light, and life. You’d ride down her street in southwest Philadelphia and easily spot her house because her yard was always lush, green, and in bloom. It was no debate, dahling, her garden was the best garden on the block.

She is, was, and will forever be the original plant queen in my life. When I was about six years old, my grandmother and I would take day trips out to her favorite nurseries in Philadelphia. She would hold my little hand as we stepped inside and wandered around what seemed like a beautiful, endless, lush fairy-tale jungle of a nursery to my young lil aspiring plant kween eyes. I became fascinated by the idea that we could take a small piece of the jungle home with us, nourish it, and watch it grow. She’d sometimes let me pick out the plants we’d take back with us. She’d welcome them into her plant fam, and whenever I was visiting her green oasis of a home, she’d remind me to water the green gurls I’d picked out . . . she was nurturing the nurturer she saw in me.

Grandmom, you are and forever will be the green goddess who taught me at such a young age that nature can be healing in so many ways. You taught me to honor the green goddess within me and that gardening was a transformative skill that was in our family’s blood. When I bought my first plant five years ago, I thought of you. I share my plant parent journey and all that you have taught me in your memory.

For as long as I can remember I’ve been obsessed with the idea of learning. Yas, dahling, deep down this kween is nerdy, geeky—a student of life, dahling, because there is always something to learn in the big ole classroom called life.

It was during my college experience that I really grew to appreciate my curious mind. As a first-generation college and graduate student, I found that being curious and asking questions was also a tactic for academic survival. I had to proactively seek out resources and ask questions to ensure that I was making the most out of my experience. I also realized that many of my questions were questions other students had, so this kween gave up that fear of being that inquisitive student. If there was something I could not find the answer to on my own, you best believe she was asking all the questions.

And so, dahling, as a lifelong student and educator, I’ve always had an eager desire to pass on anything that I’ve found helpful in my own journey. This plant parent journey has taught me so much, and I want to share those lessons, that joy, and that lush botanical love.

I remember when I welcomed my very first green gurl into my home. It was the summer of 2015, and I had just moved into a cute new spot in Bedford–Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, with my two roommates at the time. Gurl, the space was fabulous but lifeless, banal, and cold. If you know this kween well, you’d know that she is all about warmth, bright colors, and LIFE! So I figured this would be the perfect opportunity to pay homage to the memory of my green goddess of a grandmother and search for my very first plant.

It was a warm Saturday afternoon and I pranced on over to a local hardware store, and the search began! Looking through the lush foliage, I came upon a Marble Queen pothos. The uniqueness of how her iridescent green-and-white leafy vines were growing out of her nursery pot caught my eye immediately. As I took a closer look and began to inspect her foliage, I realized that she was a green gurl that needed a bunch of TLC. Some of her leaves had begun to brown and yellow, other leaves were drooping downward as if she needed a drink of water to perk her up. Gurl, I was nervous! I had always had a slight fear and anxiety that I would be unable to keep plants alive, growing, and thriving. Would I have a green thumb like my grandmother? Would I be able to honor her memory one day with a lush garden of houseplants?

I looked at that struggling Marble Queen pothos, and at that moment I made a deal with myself:


	I would strut into this plant parenthood journey leading with a sense of curiosity, fun, and joy.

	I would put that beginner plant parent anxiety and the myth of having a green thumb to the side.

	I would explore, build, and connect with the community of plant people who love nature just as much as I do.






“Through caring for plants, I have learned how to better care for myself. I am better at giving myself grace, patience, and forgiveness.”





Dahling, I welcomed that Marble Queen pothos into my home that day and so began my very first step into the botanical wonders of plant parenthood. I repotted her into a cute terra-cotta planter, pruned some of her leaves, soaked her soil with a fresh drink of water, placed her in a bright, sunny spot, and I left her alone to let her get adjusted to her new home. Hunty, when I tell you she grew! Within a couple of weeks she was growing with a lush fierceness! With some tender loving care and patience (you can’t forget patience, gurl), this plant rewarded this nurturer with the simple joy of growth. There was no turning back at that point; I was a devoted plant parent from that moment on.

I started investigating other plant shops in Brooklyn, taking weekend plant-shopping-adventure bike rides to the various shops that popped up on Google Maps. I leaped into researching how to take care of my growing plant family, and eventually started documenting and sharing my botanical fascination and plant parent journey via Instagram.

Through caring for plants, I have learned how to better care for myself. I am better at giving myself grace, patience, and forgiveness. I now understand that the healing and growth of my own heart, mind, body, and soul takes time, love, energy, and intentionality. Putting that love, care, and attention into my plants has honestly provided me with practice and enabled me to put that same amount of love, care, and attention into my own Black queer femme being. The journey of self-care, self-love, and self-fulfillment via plant-care.

And so, five years later, this plant kween has over 200 green gurls in her lil Brooklyn apartment, has gone on numerous botanical adventures, has learned a ton about houseplant care and self-care, and has connected and built friendships with amazing plant people. I’m just overjoyed that I get to share all of this with each and every one of you. This book is filled with that Black queer nonbinary femme plant parent joy! This book is a fun collection of tips, tools, and experiences (and fabulous photos) that have been helpful for me in caring for my green gurls and caring for myself. Plant-care is self-care, dahling. So, I thought I’d share some of my journey with you. Get ready for all the viridescent vibes, hunty!

Let’s get lush!




Part 1

Becoming a Plant Parent

How to Green up Your Space
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Chapter 1

Finding Your Green Thumb

[image: Chapter 1: Finding Your Green Thumb]

Anyone and everyone can have a green thumb, dahling! The only regret I’ve ever had throughout this entire plant parent journey was not starting this botanical adventure sooner! Pre–plant parenthood, I was anxious about my ability to care for houseplants. I had a fear that I would not be able to keep these living, breathing creatures alive, keep them growing, keep them thriving. I had a fear that maybe I was a kween who just lacked a green thumb. Eventually, I had to put that fear and anxiety to the side and take a leap of faith into the lush green foliage that is being a plant parent, strutting into this adventure with a sense of curiosity, fun, and joy!

As an educator, I am always fascinated by the history of common phrases, their origins, and how they came to be, because language—the words we use—is important! Whether you have plants or not, you’ve probably heard the expression “having a green thumb.” This notion of inherently having or not having “an exceptional aptitude for gardening or for growing plants successfully” (thanks, Dictionary.com) is simply anxiety provoking, and frankly, this kween just ain’t got time for that kind of lingering pressure. So I did some research on when, where, and why this phrase came to be. According to The Old Farmer’s Almanac, it has two possible origins: It is said that King Edward I developed a love of green peas and kept a dozen of his servant gardeners shelling them. Apparently, the most proficient sheller, judged by the green stains on his fingers, was richly rewarded. You’ll notice that this story is not only silly but doesn’t really have anything to do with gardening. More plausible is the observation that repeatedly handling clay pots encrusted with algae often rubs off and stains a gardener’s thumb (and probably fingers) green.

* * *

AFTER DOING THIS lil word-history research, I knew that it was time for me to redefine what having a green thumb meant for my own botanical journey, just as it had been redefined throughout history. I remember when I asked my mom her thoughts on the common idea that one must have a green thumb in order to take care of plants. She replied, “Oh, what is a green thumb, really? You just need to know what plant fits well with you—a little research, patience, and a whole lotta love is all you need when it comes to gardening.”

She looked over at my dad, motioning for him to give his thoughts. He said, “Couldn’t have said it better, dear. Never thought I was good at gardening, but your grandmother and your mother showed me that anyone can do it and do it well if they put their minds and hearts into it.”

My parents said it best. Nothing about having a green thumb involves inherent talent or a divine gift for gardening—it’s something you build and grow into over time through patience, intentionality, dedication, the experience of trial and error, and a lot of plant parent fails and successes.

I remember when I was a plant parent newbie just beginning to build my plant fam, I would go plant shopping and pick up any green gurl that caught my eye. This resulted in a kween purchasing plants that were either too difficult for me to take care of at the time or simply weren’t a match for this beginner plant parent. But she’s come a long way since then, hunty!

I’ve learned to let my curiosity and passion for learning lead me in this journey, and this mindset has certainly helped me through my plant fails. Cuz, hunty, losing a green gurl is hard for any plant parent! While this kween has over 200 healthy green gurls in her apartment, it took five years to grow a plant fam that fits my lifestyle, my habits, and my space. I’ve learned so much in these last five years that I generally know which plants don’t do well in my home, which ones do well, and which ones just thrive with me. It’s been a process I have learned over time. There may be green gurls that are not a match for me at this point, and, gurl, that’s okay! I also know that I have tons more to learn because you can never stop learning, dahling.
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THIS KWEEN OCCASIONALLY buys two of the same plant and will place them in different parts of her apartment just to see how they fare in slightly different conditions. While I’m a huge fan of googling plant care tips and seeking advice from my amazing community of plant friends, I also find that a lil planty experimentation can be fun and exciting. And while Google can be an accessible best friend when it comes to plant care research, sometimes the tons of information I pull up is contradictory. I’ve come to use plant care tips as a general guideline because no one knows my microclimate (my apartment) better than I do. Plant parenthood is quite a journey, dahling, and I intend to continue to have fun with it all!

As you ease yourself into the lush adventures of plant parenthood, here are five thangs to keep in mind that I’ve found to be helpful during this botanical journey.

1 PATIENCE AND PREPARATION ARE KEY, DAHLING!

As much as you may want to skip on over to your local nursery or plant shop, load up your cart with a bunch of greenery, and instantly fill your space with green gurls galore, it’s important to take your time with this journey and not rush into it. Be patient with yourself and enjoy the process as you do your research on the best plants for you and your lifestyle. Are you a kween on the go, traveling often? Some plants are extremely resilient and hearty and actually thrive with a little neglect here and there. Do you have pets or small children? Some plants are extremity toxic if ingested, so nontoxic/pet-friendly/kid-friendly green gurls would be the way to go. Do you get that icky feeling when it comes to insects? Some plants are less prone to those creepy-crawly pests. These are the kinds of questions you should be asking and exploring about yourself before you embark on this journey.

2 GIVE YOURSELF GRACE, KWEEN!

Brace yourself for this one, gurl: Sometimes plants die. It happens. We all have that plant or plants that are supposed to be “easy” to care for but as soon as we bring that kween into our homes, she struggles. Even though we’ve done our research, it happens. It’s the territory that comes with being a plant parent. Perhaps that green gurl and you are not a match right now, and that is okay! I haven’t kept count of the plants I’ve sent to the lil botanical garden in the sky, cuz she ain’t about that life, dahling, but I have always used these unfortunate experiences as opportunities to learn, grow, and do better next time. Each time a plant leaves me, I make note of what could have gone wrong. I inspect what’s left of the leaves, I take a look at the roots, I note where the plant was placed in my apartment, and then I usually take the remains to my community compost bin. So, for all the new plant parent kweens out there, do not be devastated if you kill one, two, or even a few plants—it happens. Learn from your mistakes, move on, and do better the next time around! Forgive yourself, gurl, and go plant shopping!

3 BE CURIOUS, GURL.

Let your passion for greenery lead you in this adventure! The more you let yourself wander into the vast world of horticulture and wonders of indoor gardening, the better informed you’ll be when it comes to caring for your green gurls. Whether it’s reading articles online, picking up a gardening book, or chatting with your plant friends or the amazing plant people who work at your local plant shop, allow yourself to get lost in the greenery of it all. Even with common plant parent struggles, I look at each and every one as an opportunity to do better for my green gurls, an opportunity to be creative in remedying that struggle, and a moment to potentially learn something new. So, get like Curious George, gurl, and let curiosity and a passion for learning lead you in this adventure!

4 BE OPEN TO LEARNING THE LESSONS YOUR PLANT FAM CAN TEACH YOU.

There is a simple and intricate beauty that comes with nurturing nature and watching her grow. This love for these green little creatures we call plants has opened pathways for me to deepen and explore my own methods and strategies for self-care. Through caring for them, I have learned how to better care for myself. I am better at giving myself grace, patience, and forgiveness, understanding that the healing and growth of my own heart, mind, body, and soul takes time, love, energy, and intentionality. Putting that love, care, and attention into my plants has honestly provided me with practice and enabled me to put that same amount of love, care, and attention into my own Black queer non-binary femme being—the journey of self-care, self-love, self-fulfillment via plant-care, dahling. So let your green gurls teach you their ways, because we can learn a lot from these kweens.

5 HAVE FUN!

It is my hope that at the end of the day plants bring you joy, that you get to bask in that happiness, and that this adventure is a fun and wild one (pun intended, dahling!). Have fun with the beautiful process of plant parenthood and treat yourself to some greenery. You deserve it, gurl!



QUICK NOTES

How to convince yourself, partner, family member, roommate, or any other loved one why you need more green gurls in your life:


	House plants improve the air quality in our homes. House plants are nature’s indoor air purifiers, taking in the carbon dioxide we breathe out and producing oxygen. During photosynthesis, plants absorb carbon dioxide and release oxygen. Many house plants also remove toxins from the air, increase humidity (as part of their photosynthetic and respiratory processes, plants release moisture vapor), and reduce airborne dust levels. All these things are great for our bodies!

	House plants reduce stress and can positively impact one’s mental health, mood, and overall well-being and creativity! In moments when I am feeling stressed or anxious, I tend to turn to my green gurls. Whether I’m pruning them, dusting off their leaves, watering them, or checking for any new leafy growth, they allow me a space to quiet my mind and calm my anxiety.

	House plants can have a positive impact on your productivity, as compared to being in spaces without them! My werk space is filled with greenery, and when a call ends early and I have an extra five minutes until my next call, I’ll tend to my green gurls, refill the humidifier, or check to see if they need a drink of water. Sometimes I’ll just pick one plant and I’ll check to see if there is any new growth or maybe I’ll notice a fine detail that I hadn’t before. Sometimes I’ll just look upon my green gurls, I’ll take a couple of intentional breaths in and out . . . and they’ve done it, my green gurls have reset me. Five minutes later I’m ready for my next meeting, replenished and ready to get to werk!
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Chapter 2

Choosing the Right Place and Assessing Your Space
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Alright, dahling, we already know that the lush wonders and adventures of plant parenthood are irresistibly fabulous, so let’s dive into the very first step of greening up your life: assessing your space! The three main factors you want to consider are:


	Sunlight

	Humidity

	Temperature



Before greening up any space and breathing life into it, it’s always important to see what you are werking with in your microclimate! So, take your time, be patient with yourself, and enjoy the process of learning more about the space you are in, cuz it’s gonna be a wild ride!



SUNLIGHT

HAVE YOU EVER SAT in your apartment, house, or office and watched the sunlight dance across the walls? It’s a beautiful thing to witness and it’s typically the first thing I do when I’m thinking about adding plants to any space, because light is a fundamental essential when it comes to any green gurl growing and thriving. Just as sunshine is important and tells our bodies when we should be sleeping and when we should be awake, the same is true for our green gurls! While light and dark tells our bodies when to produce the hormone melatonin, which cues tha bawdy to feel sleepy, light and dark tell our green gurls when to produce the hormone auxin, which controls their growth and development.

I’m sure you’ve seen those cute time-lapses of plants dancing in the sunlight; well, gurl, those green gurls are moving in small ways to maximize their exposure to that energy-giving sunlight. During the day they are soaking up the sun, converting the light into sugar, and creating the energy they need to survive (photosynthesis).

I tend to put my green gurls into three lighting categories:


	Bright, with some direct light (cacti and succulents)

	Bright, indirect light (Monstera, Ficus elastica, Alocasia)

	Low-light tolerant (snake plant, pothos, ZZ plant)



So, let’s get into the details with three easy steps to help you get a better sense of the sunshine that your space is serving.


	And just for clarification, dahling: Direct light is pretty much what it sounds like, meaning that green gurl receives direct, unobstructed sunlight. Indirect light is when that green gurl is in a light-filled environment but the sun’s rays are not directly hitting her leaves.



STEP 1 WHIP OUT THAT COMPASS!

Whenever I enter a new space, I am always curious about how much sunlight it gets throughout the day and I tend to use the compass app on my phone. The directions the windows face allow me to gauge the amount of light shining through.
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SOUTH-FACING WINDOWS

These windows are highly sought after by plant parents, for in the Northern Hemisphere the sun follows a slightly southern east-to-west arc across the sky, flooding these windows with bright light throughout the day. In general, these are perfect windows for a space in which to build a plant family because you have the flexibility to be creative and intentional about where you place your green gurls based on the amount of light they enjoy. With these windows, remember to be careful about plant placement, as too intense sun can give the plants sunburn, gurl! I tend to keep my cacti and succulents right on the sills of these windows, since they enjoy bright light with some direct sun. As for my green gurls who prefer bright, indirect light, I place them at least 2 feet from a south-facing window or cover my window with a sheer curtain to filter the light.
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SOUTH-FACING

IG: @plantkween



NORTH-FACING WINDOWS

These windows create low-light conditions, not allowing much direct sunlight, and make your space on the shadier side with even, ambient light throughout the day. This is perfect for cultivating tropical rainforest understory plants that thrive in shadier lighting conditions. I suggest those green gurls that can tolerate lower lighting for spaces with these windows, such as the snake plant, the pothos, the ZZ plant, the Chinese evergreen, or the Dieffenbachia, just to name a few.
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NORTH-FACING

IG: @welcometothejunglehome



EAST-FACING WINDOWS

East windows tend to be brightest in the morning, benefiting from that sunshine when the rays are not quite as strong. Green gurls that prefer moderate sunlight (low to ambient/indirect light) typically do well in spaces with these windows. The umbrella tree, Calathea, the prayer plant, and the purple shamrock are just a few green gurls that can thrive in these lighting conditions.
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EAST-FACING

IG: @welcometothejunglehome


WEST-FACING WINDOWS

West windows tend to get a long period of direct light, with full afternoon and evening sun, usually missing the hottest, most intense part of the day. Although they don’t get the same intensity of light as south-facing windows, west-facing windows are a good place for your sun-loving green gurls.
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WEST-FACING

IG: @apartmentbotanist




AND SINCE WE ARE on the topic of light, dahling, I thought I’d provide some helpful notes about utilizing artificial grow lights to help your green gurls if your lighting situation is not ideal:


	Violet-blue light in the 400- to 520-nanometer range encourages chlorophyll absorption, photo-synthesis, and that good green gurl growth, hunty.

	LED grow lights are my fav simply because they are energy-efficient, they have an ultra-low heat output, and they offer an ideal light spectrum range that my green gurls enjoy.

	Hanging or placing grow lights 6 to 8 inches over your green gurls is the best arrangement, as it mimics natural sunlight from overhead and exposes all sides and leaves of that green gurl to the artificial light. Be sure to read the instructions on the grow lights you purchase to confirm the optimal distance.



Darkness is actually very important for your green gurls’ growth cycle. During the day, sunlight helps these kweens produce energy through photosynthesis. At night, however, your green gurls break this energy down for growth and flowering in a process called respiration. Plan on giving your kweens at least eight hours of darkness per day . . . so use those grow lights in moderation, hunty.
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STEP 2 SUNSHINE, SHADOWS, AND SHADE . . . OH MY!

As the sun dances across the sky, it moves across your space. That sunshine will hit at different angles, cast chic shadows, be dimmed by obstructions outside your window, and take various shapes and shades throughout the day. So sit, take note, and watch the sun as the rays dance across your walls. There may be a certain wall that gets a ray of bright light in the afternoon, but it fades as the evening approaches. There may be a corner that gets consistent bright, indirect light throughout the entire day, which only fades once the sun has set. There may be a nook that is dimly lit, or gets no natural light during any part of the day.

Now when it comes to measuring the light that enters your space, I have a fabulous lil activity you can dive right into.



THE SHADOW TEST

Pick a part of the day when the sunlight seems its brightest in your space; typically the middle of the day—between 10am and 4pm—is the best time frame. After observing how the sun moves through your space, go stand in the spot you want your green gurl to live.

Use your hand, foot, or an object (like this book!) to cast a shadow. If the shadow is:


	strong and clearly defined = bright, with some direct light

	a bit fuzzy but you can still make out the silhouette = bright, indirect light

	faint and lacks much definition = low light

	nonexistent = no natural light



The intensity of the light inside the space you hope to green up may change and vary based on the season. There may be spots in your space that
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	60 to 90 percent: Gurl, if the gadget is reading in this range, then make sure you open up a window to allow for airflow. Too much humidity indoors can be harmful for our bawdy and for our home, causing mold, musty odors, rot, and structural damage, and we ain’t got time for that. For context, dahling, the average humidity for the Amazon rainforest during wet season is 88 percent!

	40 to 60 percent: Most homes are typically in this range, and a majority of green gurls thrive in these humidity conditions. I tend to keep my home humidity between 50 and 55 percent, and my green gurls seem to be enjoying it cuz they are serving that viridescent vibe, dahling. Airflow throughout the space is still crucial at these levels, so I open a window or turn on a fan when the levels reach near 60 percent.

	10 to 40 percent: Below 40 percent means this kween is waking up with that raspy dry cough in the morning, and she is not about that life. These levels tend to be caused by the drying effect of central and artificial heating. While my cacti and succulent kweens are fine in these conditions, a majority of my green gurls tend to experience curled leaves and dry and crispy leaf tips at these levels.
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