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WHY ARE MY SUCCULENTS STRUGGLING IN MY BASEMENT FLAT?

It’s questions like this from my customers, friends and mum that made me want to write this book. My advice is simple: emulate the environment your plant hails from and it will be a happy chappy (save your dark basement for shade-lovin’ rainforest plants, see here).

All the plants you know and love have evolved over thousands of years to adapt to their environments: cacti survived desert predators by growing huge ‘don’t f&^k with me’ spikes – and have you ever wondered why your cheese plants grows those funny air roots? These helped them climb off the dark rainforest floor and up into the light! Nearly all our favourite houseplants have come from hot spots all over the world: from the dry desert to the wet, steamy undergrowth of the rainforest. Luckily for us, the wonders of the modern home mean that these tropical treasures can come and live with us, but we need to understand where they have come from originally so that we know where to place them in our homes, so that we can all, ultimately, live happily ever after.

When I came to write this book, rather than doing a room-by-room guide, I wanted to make something much more practical – and realistic. The two-up-two-down approach just isn’t relevant to the modern indoor gardener living in shared flats, warehouses, basements, boats and sometimes even a cupboard (that’ll cost you £600 a month if you’re in London). When you’re squished for space, sometimes kitchens come without sinks and bathrooms without showers. So, instead, I wanted to think about the different climates – and microclimates – your home has, and what plants will thrive in them. We can find plant potential in every type of room and the small forgotten spaces, too – that spot above the kettle that gets lovely and humid or an unused corner that catches the afternoon sun. Rooms are interchangeable, heaters come on in the winter, windows swing open on sunny days, so let’s discover the different climates our favourite houseplants come from originally, and then we’ll have a look at where those climates exist in your home, wherever and whatever that may be.
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RAINFOREST

Rainforest canopy plants

* Palms

* Cheese plants

* Philodendrons

* Devil’s ivy


Rainforest floor plants

* Ferns

* Begonia

* Fittonia

* Maranthus
‘Prayer Plant’
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To understand rainforest plants, we need to understand the climate of the rainforest. Sure, there is a clue in the name – it can get more than 2.5m of rain every year, and many rainforest plants have adapted by growing leaves with a waxy coating to help water to roll off of them. But that level of rain changes as you get further into the undergrowth. The easiest way to look at it is by splitting the rainforest into layers and then at the different types of houseplants that come from each one.

At the very top, trees grow close together making up the canopy layer that blocks out direct sunlight. Below them, vines weave up through the trees creating a green blanket that protects the plants below from rain, wind and extreme heat; it also holds in warmth at night. Because the air doesn’t escape easily through the tree canopy, the humidity underneath is extremely high. Some plants on the rainforest floor have evolved to grow aerial roots, which they use to attach themselves to other trees to climb up towards the light. So, when it comes to thinking about where these plants can live in your home, you need to think of places with enough room for them to show off. OK, so they’re not quite swinging off vines like Tarzan, but the jungle likes to get massive! On the shaded forest floor, there’s no direct light and the soil is damp – the soil in a rainforest is made up of leaves, wood, compost and loads of animal poop! You must give your plants good drainage to allow the roots to grow freely without finding wet patches where they will rot.

So what have we learnt?

Overall, rainforest plants like indirect sun and so tolerate low-light locations well. However, the level of light depends on the layer of the rainforest from which they originate. Palm trees, at the top, love exposed sun, whereas ferns from the forest floor like it less bright. Climbers, like the cheese plant, can survive with low light levels but have evolved to seek out sun, so make sure they get enough. Humidity lower down is high so keep that mister at hand. They also like to stay damp, so try not to let the soil dry out but you should be watering your rainforest plants, not soaking them. They don’t like extreme heat, so keep away from radiators.

Rainforest gaffs

– Lovely steamy bathrooms for humidity lovers

– Bright sitting rooms with space for climbers to seek sun

– The dark downstairs loo where shade lovers can thrive

– Walls for climbing vines to grow

– Near the kettle will keep tropical plants nice and humid
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WHAT THE FERN!?
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Boston fern

Nephrolepis exaltata

Rating

Needy flatmate.

Name check

Think shade, think FernGully.

My top five ferns

– Boston fern (Nephrolepis exaltata)

– Maidenhair fern (Adiantum)

– Staghorn fern (Platycerium)

– Venus hair fern (Adiantum capillus-veneris)

– Asparagus fern (I know, it doesn’t count, but I love it. Also see Subtropics, here)

The deets

Ferns are over 300 million years old, but they’re still one of the freshest plants around. They not only hung out with dinosaurs but these asexual plants could fly the flag for LGBTQ plant rights. Ferns can be quite bashful when you take them home and they don’t like neglect. Just think of how damp and shady the rainforest floor is – these guys are in shock! But given the right love and attention, they can turn out big, bushy and beautiful. There are almost 2,000 species, but we get heart eyes for the Boston and maidenhair ferns.

Back to the roots

Most ferns grow on the shady forest floor where the sunlight is filtered by all the plants above, so never place your fern in direct sunlight as it will burn. All that vegetation above means it’s really humid down there so spritz regularly to keep them moist. Also, remember that radiators dry out the air, so either move your fern or mist, mist, mist! The damp floor means you should never let your fern dry out but this doesn’t mean constant watering, as it’ll end up with a soggy bottom. My advice is just to keep a strict eye on it and use the finger test (see here). Ferns need feeding little and often and can go weak if left without nutrients. If your fern is in among other plants, make sure to give it some space: its fronds need room to grow, and snip off any dead fronds to allow new ones to flourish.

How not to kill your fern

The most common problems are yellowing leaves and brown tips. This means the air is too dry. Turn the humidity up by misting regularly. If the leaves are pale or you notice scorch marks, it’s getting sunburnt – move it somewhere out of the glare. If a line of brown dots appears on the underside of the leaf, don’t panic, these are spore cases that can be used to grow new plants. If, however, you see brown cases scattered all over the leaves this could be pest scale and it’s time to check it into the houseplant hospital (see here).
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HIGH FLYER
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Philodendron

Philodendron scandens

Rating

Pretty and indestructible.

Name check

Time to brush up on your Latin: the name comes from Greek words philo meaning love and affection, and dendron meaning tree.

The deets

This humble houseplant may be overlooked, as it hangs around in the home of most houseplant lovers. But behind the scenes, its beautiful decorative leaves have inspired some of the world’s most respected artists from Eames to Erdem. Its rise to fame began in the nineteenth century when botanist Heinrich Wilhelm Schott identified 587 species of philodendron on an expedition to Brazil and brought some home to the Imperial Garden of Vienna. This plant is one of my faves, as it is great for making your jungle massive – you can pin it across walls, drape it around picture frames or hang it from macramé. But, we need to go back to the start of the story to understand it.

Back to the roots

The first clue is in the name – a tree lover! The species of philodendron most commonly used as a houseplant is the climber, which started life on the rainforest floor of the Latin Americas and used its roots to climb up towards the light. They start with small leaves and, as they grow up a tree, their leaves will get bigger to get more sun. But remember, the top is still obscured by a canopy of trees. Therefore, these guys grow well in both shaded and bright places but avoid direct light as they will scorch! During the rainy season in the wild – for more than half the year – they will often experience rain on a daily basis, so make sure they get lots to drink. Rainforest plants live in very humid conditions where they can get water directly from the air, even during drier spells, so keep the humidity up with a good mist. These guys love good drainage so don’t let them get waterlogged, and repot in spring.

How not to kill your philodendron

While it is normal for older leaves to turn yellow, watch out for changes in colour as this may be a sign of distress! If lots of leaves go yellow, your plant could be getting too much light or is being over watered. Under watering will turn the leaves brown and they will fall off! Just stick to a good drink once a week and always let it dry out in between. No new growth means this tree lover is cold! Move it somewhere warmer.
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THE BIG CHEESE
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Cheese plant
Monstera deliciosa

Rating

Nothing cheesy about this easy pleaser.

Name check

The cheese plant gets its nickname from the big holes in its leaves. Easy peasy. As for the Latin name, think of something big lurking in the jungle. No, not Tarzan, a monster – raa!

The deets

With strong roots in the 1970s, the cheese plant brings mixed waves of nostalgia. While I fondly think of my nonna’s plant taking over the living room, my sister’s boyfriend hates them because they remind him of his geography teacher. But no matter how mean we are to the cheese plant, it will forgive you. This is the perfect flatmate for a beginner, and it’s definitely a grower. People come to my shop and worry about the space, but I love big plants: they make a statement and look wicked. If you run out of room, start training the leaves around a picture frame. It’s all about the lovely, large, leathery leaves, which you should wipe regularly to keep them clean and your cheese plant happy (see here). I also love using single leaves as flower displays – simply cut them off at the stem and sit in water.

Back to the roots

Think Rambo – hot, sweaty (and hunky). This guy started life on the forest floor, using aerial roots to attach itself to the trunks and branches of other trees to climb up towards the light. Even in your sitting room, your plant will produce these roots – attach them to a moss stick to help your cheese plant baby grow into a heartthrob. Back in the rainforest, the canopy of trees stops any direct sunlight getting through to the cheese plant below. With this is mind, consider where your plant will be happy: it loves light but doesn’t need too much and won’t like direct sunlight. Turn your pot around regularly, too, so the light reaches all the plant to help it grow straight and tall. You’ll know if your cheese plant isn’t getting enough light as the leaves will grow smaller and without holes. When it comes to watering, it can survive a little oversight – just don’t make it a habit. Touch the soil and water when the compost feels dry, and reduce watering in winter when it goes into its chill-out phase. Also consider how humid it is back home and mist the leaves once a week to raise humidity levels. If your cheese plant isn’t getting enough humidity, the leaves may start crisping. Keep them away from radiators so the temperature stays consistent. To keep it looking good, cut off dead leaves just above the base of the leaf’s stem. Repot every few years, in spring, before new leaves appear.

How not to kill your cheese plant

Confusingly, when cheese plants don’t get enough light, young leaves can start to grow towards dark spots rather than the light. This is because back in the rainforest, the darkest spots are where the tall trees are. The little shoots reach for them to clamber up into the light. Clever things. In our homes, the dark spots stay dark, so wrap them back into the main stems and get the poor thing some light. Yellow lower leaves can mean it’s too cold. If the yellow leaves have brown tips, it’s almost certainly caused by very dry air. Cut the dead brown bits off and get the mister out.
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HOW TO GROW A F’ING HUGE PLANT UP YOUR WALL


I love letting my indoor jungle go wild, filling up any space it can get its leaves on (plants aren’t polite when it comes to room). But when I started growing vines, I wasn’t prepared for my jungle to get that massive. Wicked. Vines can climb their way across shelves, windowsills, doorways and, with a helping hand, the whole f’ing wall!

There a lots of different types of vines you can grow, but by far the easiest is devil’s ivy. A climber rather than a vine, devil’s ivy comes from the hot and humid rainforest where it has adapted to grow aerial roots to cling onto trees and climb up to the light. In its native habitat the vines can grow up to 12m, but in your small one-bed apartment you should be able to get a good 2.5m.

Devil’s ivy is seriously easy to grow. It prefers indirect light and will adapt well to low-light rooms. Water sparingly when you see the leaves wilting. These guys hate soggy bottoms, and if the leaves turn yellow or keep falling, you’re making things too wet. Remember to take it back to its warm roots by giving it good misting now and again, too.

Devil’s ivy also gets bonus points for purifying the air in your home – according to NASA (yes, NASA!), the leaves remove harmful substances from the air.

Grow Up!

To help your devil’s ivy grow you will need to help its aerial roots to attach to something. I put nails into my wall, wound non-rusting wire around them and let the plant go free. If you want the shoots to have a better hold, you can fasten them loosely to the support with string. Don’t be too precious with it though: twist and trail it around different objects and supports. Your vine will always surprise you, going where it likes, separating and finding itself again and sometimes stubbornly refusing to shift. Be patient and keep going; it will get the hang of it after a while. Climbers can get big and heavy, so make sure they won’t pull at their support. If you are renting, you can fix a trellis to the wall and remove it when you leave. To help it grow, cut it back a couple of times a year.
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DESERT


Desert plants

* Succulents

* Cacti

* Yucca

* Agave

* (Tequila, anyone?)
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When we think of the desert, we need to clear up a few misconceptions (I’m looking at you, Road Runner).

No. 1: desert plants don’t grow in sand. They grow in a mixture of sand and soil, which drains very quickly meaning they never have soggy bottoms.

No. 2: it rains – but not very often. Most desert-dwellers have evolved over thousands of years to adapt to these unpredictable weather forecasts, cleverly storing water in their tissue when they can get it – this is why succulent leaves look like they’re almost ready to burst! Many plants from the desert have also developed a waxy skin to seal in moisture and, instead of growing leaves, cacti have grown prickly spines (which have a smaller surface area than regular leaves) so they lose less precious water when they sweat. You might think cacti would grow deep roots to search for water underground, but instead they spread out shallow roots ready to absorb as much water as possible from the surface. When it does rain, they shoot out more roots but during dry spouts, their roots shrivel up and break off to conserve their water supply. Strong desert winds also mean the air is very dry so desert plants are used to really fresh, non-humid air.

No. 3: and we can all agree on this one – the desert is blazing hot! But did you know, it also gets really cold? During the day, all that intense sunlight heats the ground but at night that heat escapes, and the temperature in the desert drops very low. Cacti have adapted to survive in the sun’s full glare by growing spines and hair which help shade the plant itself, and the cooler temperature at night helps them to retain water. Not just a prickly face!

So what have we learnt?

Desert dwellers have learnt to survive on very little water, so put that watering can down. They also need very good draining soil to prevent soggy bottoms. They LOVE sunshine in the day but they also like much cooler temperatures at night. Give them as much fresh air as possible and avoid humid environments like steamy bathrooms.

Desert gaffs

– Bright windowsills where sun lovers can sunbathe

– Sunny south-facing windowsills – but watch out for scorching

– Parts of the gaff that get cold at night

– Open terrariums make perfect desertscapes (see here)
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MONDAYS SUCC!

Succulents

Sucus

Rating

Won’t let you down, so don’t let them drown.

Name check

Succulents literally ‘suck’ up water and store it. Look for fat juicy leaves and stems that look like they could burst if you squished them.

My top five succulents

– Burro’s tail (Sedum morganianum)

– Jade plant (Crassula ovata)

– Agave (Agave)

– Houseleek (Sempervivum)

– String of pearls (Senecio rowleyanus)

The deets

Yes, they look cute when they are small, but believe me, these guys can grow up to be ugly. Personally, I love it, but I always say to my clients, a succulent is for life not for Christmas. Still interested? Read on.

Back to the roots

Succulents have evolved in dry areas of the world so they love free-draining soil, sunshine and fresh air. Sounds familiar? No, not really! Our wet and windy climate is just too damp for these guys. But they are surprisingly low maintenance. For the best chance of survival, keep on a sunny windowsill – there is no compromise – just be careful it’s not getting scorched by direct sunlight through the glass. They can withstand long periods of drought by storing moisture in their leaves, stems and roots (which also helps them resist the desert heat), so don’t worry if you forget to water them. Just don’t make it a habit.

How not to kill your succulents

There will always be a leaf that is struggling – just snip it off and let the others flourish. But if the leaves fall off with a slight bump, watch the watering! Remember, they store water in their leaves, so if they are drinking too much, they will get too heavy and fall off. Over watering will also create soft black spots on the leaves or stem. If you start to notice the upper leaves are wrinkling (like they’ve been in the bath too long) or get dry and crispy, these guys need a good drink.

Styling with succulents

Succulents look best in groups like one big happy desert family, either in separate pots or in a large round bowl. Play with different shapes and textures, mixing spiky with fleshy!

Echeveria

This is nature showing off her graphic design skills: bold shapes, mad angles and a range of colours to match. This sassy succulent produces babies in abundance. If things get too crowded, propagate (see here).

Aeoniums

These have wicked shapes and woody stems that give them height. Look out for the black variety. So. Chic. Unlike other succulents, their extra-shallow root systems mean they cannot be allowed to dry out completely.

Jade plants

These have thicker stems and grow a bit like trees. If you’re lucky they will produce tiny pink or white flowers. They are also known as money trees, so those of a superstitious nature should look after them carefully.
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Cacti. Succulents. Wait, what’s the difference?
Succulents are plants that store water in their leaves. The succulent family is massive, but cacti are definitely the favourite child. These guys are distinguished by a small cushion-like growth that usually develops spikes. Some cacti won’t have spikes but they will still have the cushiony growth from where their great-great-great-grandpa cacti would have had them.
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DON’T LET THE PRICKS INTIMIDATE YOU!


Cacti

Cactaceae

Rating

You say cact–i? We say cact–can!

Name check

There are so many species of cacti, it would be impossible to name them all. Learn your faves, they’ll come to be the ones you know, love and call by name.

My top five cacti

– Golden barrel cactus (Echinocactus grusonii)

– Old man cactus (Cephalocereus senilis)

– Blue myrtle cactus (Myrtillocactus geometrizans)

– Mickey Mouse ears cactus (Opuntia microdasys)

– Peruvian apple cactus (Cereus Peruvianus)

The deets

I like to think of myself as a bit of a cactus collector, hunting for different textures, colours, shapes and sizes – and the wonkier the better. Despite their spiky exteriors, cacti are seriously laid back. The majority of cacti grow in the desert (desert cacti) where there is bright sunshine, high temperatures and dry air, although there are some species that grow in rainforests (forest cacti) that need shade and humidity.

As a general rule of pricked thumb, forest cacti can be recognised by their flat, trailing leaves, so when it comes to looking after your cacti, make sure you do your research first. We’re concentrating on the desert variety here, so sunscreen on, we’re going in.


Back to the roots

In the desert, cacti sometimes have to wait years for their next drink, so whatever you do, don’t over water and never re-water until the compost is completely dry. My advice is to get to know your cactus: when cacti are watered their bodies swell and become firmer to the touch. See how heavy your cactus is and if it feels lighter than usual, top it up. They like well-draining soil to keep their roots nice and dry, so potting soil just ain’t gonna cut it. Opt for cacti soil instead. Give them as much sunshine as possible, but watch direct sun in summer because your window can magnify the sun’s rays and cook your cacti! They are happy with average heat in the day and cool nights. Deserts tend to be dry with low levels of humidity, so lose the mister. When it comes to feed, it depends on the type of cacti – most enjoy a meal once a month in summer.

How to repot your prickly cacti

In the wild, cacti have developed spikes to ward off predators and they might not realise you’re one of the good guys! Wrap folded newspaper around the plant to move it between pots. Bubble wrap also works a treat. Repot small pots every year and bigger ones every two to three years. Never use too large a pot – the excess compost will make it damp and unhappy, so 3–5cm wider is fine.

How not to kill your cacti

If your cactus starts looking soft it is probably suffering from root rot. Check the roots and remove any slushy, mouldy-looking parts and hold back on the drink (see also here). If your cactus goes rubbery and discoloured, it’s thirsty. Give it a good water but let the soil dry out before you give it another drink.
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YOU SAY TERRANIUM, I SAY WTF IS THAT? IT’S NOT EVEN A WORD!

The terrarium is sexy and it knows it. Vessels of every shape and size create mini microclimates so your plants can get back to their roots! Let’s get one thing straight before we start though: they are not called ‘terraniums’, repeat not ‘terraniums’ – at least 8/10 people call them that! At Grace & Thorn we hold Terrarium Tuesdays, but now you can make one on any day of the week! Follow our step-by-step guide to create your own miniature jungle for humid-loving plants or desert landscape for sunny succulents. Dinosaurs not included.

A potted history

In the 1800s, a hobbiest botanist, Dr Ward needed a case for his moth and caterpillar collection. While experimenting with a covered jar, he noticed a fern was growing in the soil in the jar’s base. The Ward Case revolutionised planting, as it allowed plants from all over the world to be transported without damage. This sprouted the Victorians’ plant obsession and soon no self-respecting household was without a terrarium. From miniature Taj Mahals to Brighton Pavilions, the Victorians went big and bold. Bravo! After World War II, leftover containers made from glass created a renewed spark in growing. Today, terrariums allow anyone with a little space, light and water to grow jungles and deserts in the middle of the city. They are great for modern housing, unfazed by air-conditioned or centrally heated homes.


Back to the roots

The reason plants are so happy in terrariums is because they create a microclimate that almost perfectly mimics the plant’s roots – where it comes from. There are two main types of terrarium: open and closed. The open ones create a bright, dry desert-like landscape, great for sun-loving plants like succulents. A closed one can get nicely warm and humid, like a tropical rainforest. Humidity-loving plants will thrive here, so think ferns and moss that come from the forest floor. It is important not to mix plants with different roots together, as you will not be able to give them their individual needs.

Terrariums are the
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Thanks to my nonna and grandad, for introducing me to the world of lots of old clutter and plants. Thanks to my family and my partner, Tom, who believed in me and encouraged me to follow my passion. Thank you to my friends for all of your support and giving me jobs where you could! To Katie Harrison for being just wonderful, to Laura, Oskar and Jack for their next level design, photos and illustrations that really brought the book to life. Thanks to the wonderful team at Hodder: we’ve laughed (I’ve cried, hehe) but I am so happy with the end result. Here’s to no more FML feedback!
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Let life give you lemons

If I close my eyes, I'm in Sicily - glass of
wine in one hand, watering can in the other.
When | open them, OK, | might be in drizzly
London but the lemon tree in front of me is

a happy reminder of sunnier climates and
lots of good plonk. Many lemons that grow
in the Mediterranean won’t mind life as a
houseplant, as long as you give them plenty
of sun and a large pot with good drainage.

Move to a sunny spot and follow the
care guide on page 250.

When you spy shoots, you're lemon tree is
ready to grow!

Leave in a warm, dark place and wait for
shoots to appear.

GROW YOUR OWN
LEMON TREE

Water well and keep the soil moist with a
daily mist. Keep them outdoors in the
summer to make them feel at home and then
bring them in for the winter. If you want to
go straight to tree territory, go for dwarf
varieties like the hardy Meyer lemon, which
produces pretty blossom in spring and is
said to be bountiful. Look for plants that are
at least two to three years old, as these give
you fruit right away. Buon appetito!

Or, why not try growing your own citrus
tree from a pip? It's a great project and
a lot cheaper than plane tickets:

3

A

In the morning, pot up a small container
and press each pip 1.5cm into the compost.

2 Pour the rest of the Shiraz for you and pour

some water for the pips. Soak overnight.

Take a healthy lemon, squeeze over your
fusilli supper and keep the pips.
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Take one glue gun.
Take one air plant.
Take one dinosaur (we like to hunt for ours on Amazon).

Stick air plant onto dinosaur with glue gun (make sure the glue is hidden).

RUN!

Justkidding!You're|goods
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