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section one

the right plants for you

Most of us have been there: You see a plant at the store, fall in love with it, and bring it home, only to watch it struggle and perhaps even die a slow death, all the while wondering, “What am I doing wrong? Why can’t I make you happy?” Eventually you succumb to the notion that you aren’t a “plant person” or buy into that old “black thumb” myth. The truth is, anyone can be a plant person! The first step is to learn the essentials about what plants need to be happy and healthy, and then choose the plants whose needs match what you, and your environment, can provide for them.

We’ll do a deep dive into everything plants need a little later in the book, but first, some key ingredients to plant care every successful plant person needs to understand: light and humidity.





LIGHT

Light is to plants as food is to animals. Photosynthesis, the process through which plants convert light into sugar, creates the energy that plants need to survive. Water and nutrients are also important, but without light, nearly all plants eventually die. Light is the most essential need a plant has, and yet it’s one of the most misunderstood and under-considered aspects of plant care.

Misconception: I don’t get direct sun, so I can’t have plants.

Truth: Most indoor plants don’t require direct sun, and many won’t tolerate it for more than a few hours. In the afternoon, direct sun (in the Northern Hemisphere) is especially strong and can scorch plants’ leaves. Nearly all plants do best in bright indirect light (see Direct Sun vs. Indirect Light).

Misconception: I have a light bulb near a plant. That’s enough light, right?

Truth: Most household light bulbs don’t have enough of the spectrum of light that plants need, so apart from a fluorescent light bulb (which low-light plants can usually work with), or a type of light called a grow light, a light bulb alone isn’t enough light for a plant.

Misconception: I have a room with no windows. A low-light plant will be fine there.

Truth: While some low-light plants can tolerate zero natural light for a time, they will eventually die of starvation in a room with no natural light. A grow light setup is the only way to keep plants happy long-term in a room without a window.

Misconception: I have a large window, so plants on the other side of the room are getting lots of light.

Truth: Once you understand the way light travels through a room, you’ll notice that even in rooms with large windows, areas far away from the windows or in a corner aren’t receiving much light at all. Plants that require bright light need a spot right near the window, preferably in front of it where the light is strongest.
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Direct Sun vs. Indirect Light

In the world of plant care, “direct sun” occurs when the actual sun (not just light) is visible through the window and so the sun’s rays are hitting your plants. Indirect light occurs when ambient light is present but the sun is not directly visible through the windows that let the light in. Window treatments that allow most of the light through can also filter the direct sun into indirect light. Around our shop, I often explain the difference by asking this question: “Imagine the plant has eyes. Can it see the sun?” If your answer is yes, the plant gets direct sun. If your answer is no, but the room is still very bright, the plant gets bright indirect light.

Direct sun comes in at an angle. This angle changes depending on the time of year, the building position, and the architectural style. The area closest to the window receives the brightest light but also gets hit with the sun’s rays directly, which can burn delicate leaves. As you move farther from the window, the strength of the light drops off.
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Indirect light appears to illuminate the room in more of an arc shape as it comes through the window. Light still tapers off as you move farther from the window, and you’ll notice the corner areas closest to the window are just as dark as the areas farthest from the window.

Understanding the difference between these two types of light is important since many plants will be overwhelmed by direct sun. You’ll need to consider the kind of light an area receives when selecting your plants for that area. We’ll dig into this more in Section Two.

You’ll also encounter certain light terms when looking at care information for plants. Understanding these terms better will help you choose plants that are suited for your space and care for them properly.



Direct Sun or Full Sun: The plant needs to be in the path of the sun (remember, if the plant had eyes, could it see the actual sun?) and get 4 or more hours of direct sun each day.

Bright Indirect Light: The plant needs a bright spot, usually within a few feet of a window, where there are 6+ hours of light, but not direct sun, each day.

Medium or Low Light: There are very few plants that require this kind of light indoors, but if you encounter this on a tag, that plant can tolerate a spot farther away from a window with no direct sun.

Full Shade: This term often appears on plants that are mainly intended for outdoors. With indoor plants, full shade is equivalent to bright or medium indirect light.

Partial Shade or Mixed Shade: Usually used for outdoor plants. The indoor equivalent would be a mix of direct sun and bright indirect light.
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Measuring Light

The human eye is a bad measuring device, since our eyes automatically adjust to different levels of light. A few tricks and tools can help us gauge the light in our homes so we can tell how much light we can offer our plants.

A shadow test will give you a general idea of whether your light is direct or indirect (filtered or diffused). Simply place your hand about a foot away from where you want to put a plant—does your hand create a defined shadow? You likely have direct sun there. Do you see a softer, less defined shadow? You have indirect light.
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A light meter (or light meter app) can be a helpful tool to give you a good idea of the range of light you have available. Look for one that gives you measurements in a unit called “foot-candles” (an antiquated term that means how much light hits an area of one square foot when an even light source is in the center of it) rather than just lumens. Separate light meter devices will vary in cost and features, but if you’re only using a light meter for plants, it’s not worth spending a ton of money on one. Read reviews and look for one that’s well-rated, can provide foot-candle measurements, and doesn’t cost too much. Keep in mind that light meters are designed for photography, not plant care, so it’s not the perfect tool, but it helps. For apps, there are many available, but most of the reviews you see are from photographers, whose needs are a bit different from those of us using the app for plants. The important thing to look for is accuracy and consistency in measurements. I use an inexpensive, easy-to-use app called Light Meter (though, at this time, it’s for iPhones only. For Android users, Lux Meter is well-rated).

This chart gives you a reference for what type of light you have based on the foot-candle measurement from a light meter in an indoor space.




	TYPE OF LIGHT PLANT NEEDS
	FOOT-CANDLE MEASUREMENT



	Direct Sun
	1000+



	Bright Indirect
	600–1000



	Medium
	200–600



	Low
	50–200








HUMIDITY

Humidity is often a missing ingredient in the environment we expect plants to live in. Many houseplants are tropical plants and live in humid environments naturally—think about the feeling of walking into a greenhouse at a botanical garden or stepping off a plane in a tropical place. While some plants will do fine without humidity, even in dry climates, most will thrive best with some added humidity, and certain plants must have humidity in order to stay happy and healthy. (As an added bonus, humidity is also beneficial to humans—it can help with respiratory health and dry skin.) Understanding how to add humidity to your environment will give you a wider range of options when choosing which plants to bring home.

Misconception: Humidity is the same thing as heat.

Truth: While many people just think of heat when they hear “humidity,” this term actually refers to water vapor in the air. Both warm and cool climates can be humid, though warm air can hold more water vapor than cool air.

Misconception: Misting occasionally creates humidity.

Truth: Misting can create temporary humidity, but for lasting water vapor in the air, this is not enough. Misting can also cause problems with leaves.

Misconception: Humidity is hard to provide.

Truth: Some plants do need an extreme level of humidity, which can be a challenge to provide, but for many plants that benefit from humidity, something as simple as a pebble tray (also called a humidity tray) or a small humidifier can be enough.

Misconception: Humidity will ruin my home and furniture.

Truth: Pebble trays or small humidifiers rarely cause damage if they’re properly used and there is good air flow in the room. Be sure to aim the flow of vapor so that it’s not directly hitting furniture. A fan will keep air moving and help prevent mold or damage to wood.






[image: ]





Three Simple Ways to Add Humidity

1. Naturally humid room

A room that already has humidity (from a shower, sink, or dishwasher, for example), or an outdoor space in a humid climate is a good place for plants that need a little humidity boost. Bathrooms with a shower or bathtub that’s used regularly will have more humidity than a kitchen.

2. Pebble tray

A pebble tray is simple to make and is an easy way to provide humidity for a single plant or a small grouping of plants. The water in the tray evaporates around the plant, providing the plant a personal humidity “bubble.”
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3. Humidifier

A humidifier is the most effective way to add moisture to the air, especially if you have a lot of plants that need humidity.

Which type of humidifier should you use?

• Cool vs. warm: Warm-mist humidifiers heat the water until a warm vapor is created. Evaporative cool-mist humidifiers produce vapor through the use of a fan blowing water across a filter or wick to create a fine mist. Ultrasonic cool-mist units use a nebulizer that breaks water droplets into a mist. Warm-mist humidifiers aren’t as effective for large spaces but do work well in a small room or for a small group of plants. Cool-mist types are better for larger spaces. Evaporative models will need to have the filter cleaned or replaced regularly, while ultrasonic models don’t have a filter but should be cleaned very often to minimize the risk of vaporizing bacteria that can form inside. All types need to be cleaned at least occasionally to remove hard water buildup, although using distilled water in your humidifier can help minimize such buildup.

• Run time: The size of the humidifier will determine its run time (how long it can run before needing to be refilled). If you plan to run the humidifier all day or don’t want to have to refill it frequently, choose a model with a longer run time. Average tank sizes range from ¼ of a gallon to 5 gallons. A 1- to 2-gallon tank will be sufficient for most people’s needs.

• Do you have pets or kids? A cool-mist humidifier may be better for you, since warm mist units contain hot water and could cause injury if tipped over.


Tips for using humidifiers

• Unless it’s a mini-unit, place a humidifier 3–6 feet from the plants you’re providing humidity for. You want to create a microclimate for the plants, not just blast them with the vapor, so don’t place it too close.

• As mentioned earlier, use distilled water to minimize hard water buildup, as hard water can clog your humidifier or create a fine dust of mineral deposits as the vapor dries.

• Clean your humidifier regularly to remove mineral buildup and bacteria (using distilled water in the humidifier will buy you more time between cleanings). Avoid using harsh cleaners, which can leave a residue that vaporizes when you turn it back on. Mild dish soap or white vinegar will do the job. Models that use a filter usually need the filter either replaced or cleaned on a regular schedule.

• Many people ask if diffusers can be used as small humidifiers. Though this isn’t their purpose, they will work for a very small space, like a desk, or for one or two small plants. However, avoid using essential oils in a diffuser you’re using for plants, as it may cause damage to the plants.
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Plant Care Quiz

The most important part of caring for plants in our homes is knowing what we can offer them. Armed with a better understanding of light and humidity, you’re on your way to making better assessments of what you can offer your plants, and you’re nearly ready to start choosing your plants.

Before heading out to the plant shop or nursery, make sure you have a plant plan—know where you plan to put plants and what that space offers plants. This will ensure plant care success, which builds confidence, and confidence pushes you to try new plants, learn new things, and have even more success.

The following quizzes will help guide you as you use the flowcharts to get a clear picture of what kind(s) of environment your home provides. You’ll want to use this tool while you’re in your home during the daytime. You may even want to check in on the areas you’re assessing throughout the day, since light can change in many rooms as the day goes on. Be realistic rather than aspirational as you make your assessment—if you have a large window but never open the blinds, assess the room with the blinds closed; if you don’t currently live in a humid climate or don’t have a humidifier, remember that you’ll need to do something right away to provide humidity if you want to bring in humidity-loving plants.





Humidity Quiz

Answer the following questions yes or no:

Is your space a bathroom where the shower runs regularly?

Is your space a kitchen where you do dishes often or create steam regularly through cooking?

Do you have a humidifier you will run in your space?

Can you set up a pebble tray in your space?

If your space is outside, do you live in a humid climate?

If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, your space can be considered humid.
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Light Strength Quiz

Answer the following questions yes or no:

Is your room bright for 4 or more hours a day?

Does your space get direct sun?

Is it bright enough to read or take a photo without added light?

Are your windows large and/or unobstructed?

Are your windows south facing and not covered by room-darkening curtains, blinds, etc.?

If you answered “yes” to at least two of these questions, your space can be considered bright.
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