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			A LETTER FROM SIMON SINEK
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			The vision is clear: to build a world in which the vast majority of people wake up every single morning inspired, feel safe at work, and return home fulfilled at the end of the day. I believe the best way to build the world I imagine is with leaders. Good leaders. Great leaders. And so, I’ve devoted my professional life to finding, building, and supporting the leaders who are committed to leading in a way that will more likely bring that vision to life.

			Unfortunately, the practice of leadership is so misunderstood. It has nothing to do with rank. It has nothing to do with authority. Those things may come with a leadership position—and they may help a leader operate with greater efficiency and at greater scale—but those things do not a leader make. Leadership is not about being in charge; it’s about taking care of those in our charge. It is a distinctly human endeavor. And part of what it takes to advance good leadership is to share the lessons, tools, and ideas that help each of us become the leaders we wish we had. How to Make a Plant Love You is one of those ideas.

			I fell in love with this concept because, at its core, How to Make a Plant Love You is a metaphor for how we view, and often treat, people. It is a direct but gentle reminder to consider how much the environment around us matters. Think about how we usually treat the plants in our homes: we find one we like, we place it in a room where we want it to go, where we think it looks best, and then we expect it to thrive. That strategy, unfortunately, only increases the chances that the plant will struggle or die. We first have to understand the plant in order to create the conditions for it to thrive—the same is true for people.

			Too often, we find someone whose experience fits a job we need done. We put them in that job, in a space, and expect them to thrive. Unfortunately, such a strategy also increases the likelihood that someone will struggle to do well, or fail to work to their natural best. But there is a solution.

			For some, How to Make a Plant Love You is a book about how we care for and treat our plants. However, if we embrace the underlying philosophies, we will find valuable life lessons that will teach us how to better care for and treat people—starting with ourselves. Summer Rayne takes us on a journey to show us how the environment we set significantly impacts the life and lives around us. If we can learn to ask what a plant needs from us, and not what we need from a plant, we will also learn how to ask that same question of people. This shift in mind-set is what servant leadership is all about. And if we can all learn to make that shift, it’s amazing how alive our spaces, our communities, and our lives can be.

			Happy planting and inspire on!
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			This book is a love story that invites everyone to embrace the wonder of the botanical realm—all the glorious species of orchids and begonias, aroids and fuchsias, the delicate ferns and otherworldly bromeliads that flourish in the wild and can so readily be brought into our homes and lives. In sharing how plants transformed her life, Summer Rayne Oakes offers a practical guide that will allow you to discover, as she did, a relationship that is both rewarding and revelatory.

			As Summer Rayne shares her delightful journey—one that led a peripatetic eco-activist and global fashion model to become a home-based, plant-inspired, urban apartment–dwelling horticultural guru—she confronts us with a fundamental paradox: we all love nature. Plants account for 80 percent of the world’s biomass, yet most of us know almost nothing about botany. We may be familiar with hundreds of commercial brands, yet incapable of naming a single species of flowering plant.

			Plants are the foundation of all sentient existence. The miracle of photosynthesis allows green leaves to harness the energy of the sun, producing food and releasing oxygen into the atmosphere, without which none of us could live. Children in all nations are encouraged to recite patriotic slogans, lines of verse, prayers, and popular ditties, yet not one in a million is asked to commit to the fundamental formula of life: the metabolic pathway by which carbon dioxide and water, sparked by photons of light, is transformed into carbohydrates and oxygen.

			I say this not in judgement, for I too was raised blithely unaware of the deep significance of plants. Like Summer Rayne, I grew up with a keen appreciation of nature, and spent all of my waking hours exploring the forests and mountains of home. And though I would eventually earn a PhD in biology with a specialty in ethnobotany, I never took a course in botany until my third year of university. In my youth, and certainly through high school, I associated academic biology with formaldehyde, pickled rats, and white-frocked technicians in laboratory classrooms that smelled of chemicals. Only in time would I discover that while some biology teachers may indeed be boring, plants never are, and the study of botany is actually a window that opens wide to reveal the sacred essence of life itself.

			At twenty, I first experienced the overwhelming grandeur of the Amazon rain forest. It is a subtle thing. There are few flowers to be seen, and certainly no cascades of orchids—just a thousand shades of green; an infinitude of shape, form, and texture. To sit in silence is to hear the constant hum of biological activity—evolution, if you will, working in overdrive. From the edge of trails creepers lash at the base of trees, and herbaceous heliconias and calatheas give way to broad-leaf aroids that climb into the shadows. Overhead, lianas drape from immense trees binding the canopy of the forest into a single interwoven fabric of life.

			At first, knowing little of plants, I experienced the tropical forest only as a tangle of forms, shapes, and colors without meaning or depth; beautiful when taken as a whole but ultimately incomprehensible and exotic. But once viewed through the botanical lens, the components of the mosaic suddenly had names, the names implied relationships, and the relationships resonated with significance. This, for me, was the great revelation of botany.

			My partner on this journey of discovery was the late Timothy Plowman, the protégé of the legendary Amazonian plant explorer, Richard Evans Schultes. In the mid-1970s, on a journey inspired by our great professor (made possible by his generosity and infused at all times with his spirit), Tim and I traveled the length of South America, traversing the Andes to reach the cloud forests and remote drainages that fell away into the Amazon. Tim was an inspired mentor, a dear friend, and a brilliant botanist—one of the very few capable of realigning taxonomic classifications simply by holding a blossom to the light.

			Even as Tim and I worked our way south, collecting several thousand herbarium specimens along with great quantities of live material destined for the botanical gardens of the world, a book appeared that made a great fuss about houseplants responding to music and human voices. Tim found the entire notion slightly ridiculous. “Why would a plant give a shit about Mozart?” he asked. “And even if it did, why should that impress us? I mean, they can eat light. Isn’t that enough?”

			Tim went on to speak of photosynthesis the way an artist might describe color. He said that at dusk the process is reversed and plants actually emit small amounts of light. He referred to sap as the green blood of plants, explaining that chlorophyll is structurally almost the same as the pigment of our blood, only the iron in hemoglobin is replaced by magnesium in plants. He spoke of the way plants grow: a seed of grass producing sixty miles (96.6 kilometers)of root hairs in a day, 6,000 miles (9,656 kilometers) over the course of a season; a field of hay exhaling 500 tons of water into the air each day; a flower pushing its blossom through three inches of pavement; a single catkin of a birch tree producing 5 million grains of pollen; a tree living for 4,000 years. The trunk of a western hemlock, a miracle of biological engineering, stores thousands of gallons of water and supports branches festooned with as many as 70 million needles, all capturing the light of the sun. Spread out on the ground, the needles of a single tree would create a photosynthetic surface ten times the size of a football field.

			Unlike every other botanist I had known, Tim was not obsessed with classification. For him Latin names were like koans or lines of verse. He remembered them effortlessly, taking particular delight in their origins. “When you say the names of the plants,” he told me, “you say the names of the gods.”

			Among our many botanical discoveries during those long months of fieldwork were a number of new hallucinogens, uncovered through an ongoing series of self-experiments. Professor Schultes once quipped that Tim and I ate our way through the forests and hedgerows of the Andes and upper Amazon. In the wake of one of these curious sessions, I was inspired to share a revelation with our beloved yet famously conservative professor. On a bit of cardboard found discarded in the desert, I sketched a simple line that I intended to later dispatch to Harvard by telegram. “Dear Professor Schultes,” the note read. “We are all ambulatory plants.” Tim urged caution, and mercifully the message was never sent.

			Inauspicious as such a missive may have been in the moment, it nevertheless conveyed essential truths. Life emerged from the sea. Animals went walking. Plants rooted themselves to place. Animals developed organs that concentrated all the functions essential to survival. Plants, by contrast, dispersed these functions throughout the entire organism, employing the entire body to breathe and create food through the processes of respiration and photosynthesis. Plants did not evolve brains because such a decentralized structure of production did not require one. Every green surface generates food. The wonder of plants, as Tim would say, is not the possibility that they respond to Mozart, Beethoven, or the Beatles, but rather in how they actually exist. To suggest that they communicate with the human sphere on our terms is a conceit that reveals, as much as anything, a failure to appreciate what plants as living organisms have actually achieved over millions of years of intense evolutionary pressure and competition.

			This should not suggest for a moment that science has revealed all there is to know about the botanical realm. As Summer Rayne writes in this marvelous book, plants continue to amaze, displaying capacities difficult to explain, capabilities that defy the limits of our imaginings. Take, for example, the common Mimosa pudica, a ground cover known to many as the sensitive plant. Touch the leaves and they fold defensively, only slowly regaining their normal display with photosynthetic surfaces fully exposed to the sun. But do this several times to the same plant and it will, at some point, no longer respond to tactile stimuli. One can only conclude that in some idiosyncratic plant way, it no longer senses danger in your touch. And this surely suggests some kind of capacity for memory, at least of a kind.

			Yet another sign of deliberate intent on the part of plants may be found in the temperate rain forests of the Pacific Northwest. The foundation of these forests are the mycelia of hundreds of species of fungi. Mycelia are the vegetative phase of a fungus, small hair-like filaments that spread through the organic layer at the surface of the soil, absorbing food and precipitating decay. A mushroom is simply the fruiting structure, the reproductive body. As the mycelia grow, they constantly encounter tree roots. If the species combination is the right one, a remarkable biological event unfolds. Fungus and tree come together to form mycorrhizae, a symbiotic partnership that allows both to benefit. The tree provides the fungus with sugars created from sunlight. The mycelia in turn enhance the tree’s ability to absorb nutrients and water from the soil. They also produce growth-regulating chemicals that promote the production of new roots and enhance the immune system. Without this union, no tree could thrive. Western hemlocks are so dependent on mycorrhizal fungi that their roots barely pierce the surface of the earth, even as their trunks soar into the canopy. And the story only gets better. Researchers over the last years have discovered that individual trees selectively disperse sugars through the mycelia network, ensuring that top priority goes to seedlings of the mother tree, followed in decreasing order to seedlings of the same species, and finally to other botanical denizens of the forest. The tree knows its own, as surely as a mother can sense the presence of her own child.

			Plants can also see, or so it seems in at least one instance of botanical adaptation. Boquila trifoliolata is a monotypic genus of flowering plants in the family Lardizabalaceae, native to the temperate forests of central and southern Chile and Argentina. The climbing vine produces a flush of leaves that mimic the shape, size, and form of the foliage of the host tree. But should, by chance, its tendrils reach for the support of a second and distinct species, the same individual boquila vine will sprout leaves echoing the appearance of the second host. To be capable of such a sleight of hand the vine must surely have some sense of what its neighbors look like, and it does: exterior cells act as a crude lens bringing into focus the morphology of both host plants.

			All of this is to say that we need not invoke the mystic—or, in our hubris, imbue plants with human attributes—in order to appreciate their wonder. As Summer Rayne writes in this playful yet inspired guidebook, one need only plant a seed to watch the full miracle of botanical life unfold.
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			This book is intended as a relationship guide of sorts—a handbook for bringing plants and plant knowledge into your world, discovering their wonderful ways, and letting this special relationship add new dimensions to your life. While it isn’t a technical treatise, there are terms, like plant names and parts, that may be unfamiliar but that are helpful to know when exploring plants and how they, and we, can flourish together. When possible, I’ll elaborate on these terms, providing definitions or metaphors, in order to help you grasp these perhaps-foreign concepts.

			When I first mention a plant species, I’ll refer to it by its botanical Latin (scientific) name, which is a way to group, categorize, and identify plants more easily. This is to reduce confusion, as common and vernacular names for plants vary widely. For example, Monstera deliciosa, which has very large, fenestrated (some would say “monstrous”) leaves and delicious, edible fruits (hence the epithet, deliciosa), has common names that include Mexican breadfruit, Swiss cheese plant, and fruit salad plant. I may use a plant’s common name, but only after first introducing the plant by its botanical or scientific name.

			But even botanists make mistakes. Or they learn new things about plants that help to categorize them better, such as the fact that the leaves of plants, like certain philodendrons, may change shape as they mature—so what was once considered a different species may be the same species, but in a different life stage. In these cases, I’ll use the most up-to-date Latin name as defined by peer-reviewed science journals and The Plant List (www.theplantlist.org), the latter of which is a collaboration between the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, and the Missouri Botanical Garden and serves as one of the more current working lists of all known plant species.

			Scientific names generally comprise a genus and a species name. A genus (or genera in the plural) is a taxonomic group consisting of one or more species. A species identifies a group of individuals that share key characteristics but are separate from other members of the genus. Botanical Latin names are typically italicized, with the genus capitalized and the species in lowercase—for instance, Peperomia fraseri, the scientific name of a plant commonly known as “flowering peperomia.” If a specific species is unknown or unspecified, this is denoted by “sp.” after the genus, for example, Peperomia sp.

			Aside from the scientific mumbo jumbo, you’ll also notice that before we get to the “how” of doing things, we’ll first seek out the “why.” I’ve always found that exploring the inner reaches of why things are the way they are allows me to have a much more intimate understanding of the plants I’ve chosen to surround myself with, which I believe have equally chosen to surround me.

			Finally, you’ll notice that the book is knitted together with personal stories—both from me and from the greater community of people who have brought plants into their lives. It’s my hope that these firsthand experiences will help you picture the joy of growing, learning about, and living with and around plants. There’s so much for us to learn from plants. As you’ll find out, plants are always communicating in their own way. We just have to remember how to listen.

			
				—SUMMER RAYNE OAKES
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			I do not yet know why plants come out of the land or float in streams, or creep on rocks or roll from the sea. I am entranced by the mystery of them, and absorbed by their variety and kinds. Everywhere they are visible yet everywhere occult.

			—Liberty Hyde Bailey

			

			• • • • • • • • • •

			“Plants calm me. As soon as I started to acquire plants for my space, it’s as if a light switch turned on and made me realize that I had been in the dark this whole time. I can’t tell you why it is so, but that it just is.” —Tomas

		

	
		
			
			For years, I’ve wanted to write a book on plants. I spent much of my childhood outdoors. In the spring and summer, I would run through the timothy (Phleum pratense), fondly known as “tickle your ass grass,” and emerge with streaks of spittlebug froth and red marks from the abrasive, silica-containing fescue (Festuca arundinacea) and ryegrass (Lolium perenne) on my bare, sun-kissed legs. In the colder months of autumn, I exulted in the brilliant shades of crimson, umber, and gold-flecked leaves that transfigured the landscape. And in the winter months, when my mittened hands turned up chunks of alabaster snow, I’d often find myself dazzled by emerald mosses snuggled cozy and unperturbed under their igloo homes on the forest floor.

			It’s difficult to put into words how alive I feel when I’m outside, among all the intricacies and mysteries of the natural world. I’ve spent much of my professional life connecting people back to nature. In time, my career path led me to New York City, where I had to retire my bug net and boots and largely trade in the lifestyle that I was accustomed to. I made this sacrifice in order to explore how urban people might reconnect to their environment through the products they consume regularly, like clothes, cosmetics, and food, and the actions that they take on a daily basis, like preparing and eating more locally sourced food (more on that later). Since I could no longer step out my back door and be immersed in nature, I needed to find a way to bring nature to me. I had to learn how to carve out my own personal green space in my apartment and in my community in the city, which meant cultivating an entirely new kind of relationship with plants in an entirely different context.

			And so I began. I started with a fiddle-leaf fig (Ficus lyrata) in my bedroom over ten years ago now. Leaf by leaf, frond by frond, flower by flower, my indoor collection of green companions grew. I found plants by the side of the road, in long-forgotten window boxes, at farmers’ markets and local garden shops, and even sprouting bravely between cracked pavement. Many found a home with me. I nestled them in sturdy terra-cotta pots, pretty cachepots, kitchen colanders (great drainage!), woven baskets, Mason jars, and rows of upcycled empty tea tins. I came up with inexpensive, inventive ways and places to shelve, hang, tuck, anchor, secure, and suspend them, circumventing the number and narrowness of my windowsills and pressing walls, poles, pillars, beams, and even a street-found trellis into service. In time, I had well over 1,000 plants and around 550 species and cultivars that took up residence in my home, which one of my friends accordingly dubbed “The Hanging Gardens of Brooklyn.”

			It appeared that my efforts touched a chord. I was shocked when my very verdant apartment went viral. Within months, tens of millions of people were watching videos or sharing stories on the plants in my home. Were they just looking for the gee-whiz story of the day? I don’t think so. “Woman Lives with Hundreds of Houseplants” may be a compelling headline, but I sensed that there was more behind people’s interest. Nor were they just looking for interior-design inspiration. I’ve learned that plants offer us far more than drool-worthy decor. And indeed, countless people have sent me stories—some of which you’ll read in this book—of how their communion with plants has improved their lives in innumerable ways:

			
				“I love the cleaner air in my living room. The color my plants add to my home makes me feel noticeably happier. I live in a basement apartment with no windows, so I was thrilled that my plants could thrive in lightbulb light.” —Alamay

				“My husband and I love having plants. The air feels cleaner, and seeing them on the windowsill when we wake up is soothing. Caring for them and watering them makes me feel calm and purposeful, as if I am succeeding in some small way. When they flower and bloom or just grow larger, I feel that I, too, am growing. And nourishing them with natural fertilizer helps me remember that I need to nourish myself.” —Sarah A. @clandestine_thylacine

				“I find being in an area full of plants has an energy that is thick with the smell of greenery and the air makes me feel very refreshed. Tending my plants relaxes my
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