Healthy Houseplants

Indoor plants are fabulous! They add color, greenery, life & a bit of the tropics to any home. Yet, - I?: i La.;*,
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guestions abound about the success, and failure, of indoor plants. When we buy a new houseplant, it's
usually love at first sight - at least, that’s how many of us pick our houseplants. However, there’'s much *'f

more involved in selecting a new plant than just what meets the eye. Where will it grow, how big will it get,

S

how much water and light does it need, are just afew of the questions to consider before making your final ch0| ce.
Several factorswill influence your successwith your indoor plants. Key elementsfor plant growth, such aslight, tempera-
ture, humidity, fertilizer, and water will help determine thefinal outcome of your total houseplant experience.

Houseplants can 'Clean the Air'

Do you remember what you |learned about plants |
in your high school biology class? The part where ] =
you learned that all plants absorb carbon dioxide % E..-_ =
and produce oxygen?

Besides absorbing carbon dioxide, many houseplants can
also absorb other chemicals that are common inside houses.
Formaldehyde, Benzene, and Trichlor oethylene arethree of the
most common chemicalsfound inside our houses. These chemi-
cals, if present, are usually only found in very small quantities.
They may not even be detectable in most homes, especially
during the summer months when the windows and doors are
open. Winter, when the doors and windows are kept closed, is
the most likely time these chemicals may build up in the air.
Many houseplants can absorb these chemicals and eliminate
them.

Formaldehyde may befoundin particleboard,
plywood, insul ation, paper products (paper bags,
paper towels, tissue paper), and in permanent
press fabrics. Benzene may be found in inks,
paints, oils, plastics, rubber products, dyes, pesticides, deter-
gents, pharmaceutical products, and in gasoline. Trichloroeth-
ylene may be found in inks, paints, lacquers, varnishes, and in
adhesives.

Some of the most popular houseplants are excellent air fresh-
eners. Poinsettias can help remove formaldehyde. Chrysanthe-
mums can remove benzene. Spider plants, Philodendrons, Aloe
Vera, and Dieffenbachiacan all remove formaldehyde. English
Ivy, Pothos, and Dracena can remove trichloroethylene.

It's hard to imagine that something as simple as a house-
plant can keep your homealittle healthier; but it can. Of course,
houseplants by themselves can't make your home completely
chemical free, but they can make a difference. The more plants
you havein the home the cleaner the air will be. Thelonger you
keep your plantsinside your house the more effective they will
become. No matter whereyou liveyou can breathe alittle easier
when you surround yourself with M other Nature'sNatural Air
Fresheners- Houseplants.

If a Houseplant could speak

A plant can’t speak, but luckily you can usually

tell what'sailing it by looking for afew warning signs.

Signsthat aplant is ready for repotting are some of -

the easiest to recognize. When your houseplant wiltstoo quickly
after being watered, thisisagood indication that it needs to be
repotted. Gently lift the plant from the pot. Are the roots encir-
cling the inside of the container? If your plants looks stunted,
deformed, or palegreen, they’ retelling you that it’ stimeto repot
them.

Rootbound plants need more water, more often because there
isn’t as much soil, compared to roots, to maintain the needed
moisture. If you let it gofor too long, abig, fat root system may
even start to strangle itself.

Although this symptom may be the most common sign that
aplant needs repotting, each plant tellsyou it’'stimein its own
way. Some plants, with extensiveroots, may naturally send their
roots riding up over the soil. Others may begin to yellow or die
from the center, especially in spring. Sometimesyou just haveto
make ajudgement call. Take a step back and look at your plant.
Doesthefoliage look overly largein proportion to the pot? But
remember - some plants actually prefer being rootbound. Afri-
can Violets, for example, will bloom best in small pots.

How often should you plan to repot? A good rule of thumb
is every year. And sometimes, when a plant’s suffering for no
apparent reason, repotting helps, even if it's not rootbound. In
this case, you don’t need to movethe plant to alarger container,
it may benefit from a simple change of soil to freshen up the
nutrient supply, and to improve the drainage.

Sincedifferent potting soils absorb water slightly differently,
try to repot with the same kind of potting mix that the plant has
already been growing in. Of course, if you're un-
happy with the soil your plantisin, thisisagood
time to brush off the bad soil and start over. § ,e" |,

Certain plants, such as African violets, or- F
chids, and cacti, requiretheir own specially for- 3
mul ated potting mixes. But with most other house-
plants, it'smore amatter of personal preference. Black Gold All
Purpose Potting Soil isan excellent soil for most houseplantsin
your home.



If a plant’s hedlth is in danger you can repot it ==
almost any time of year. But if you're simply doing ““—.
routine maintenance, springisbest. Thisiswhenplants 7%
are entering an active growth phase, so they’ll read-
just and begin to grow new roots quickly.

Once you've examined your plants and decided
that repotting is just what the plant needs, gather up a new
container; your potting mix, awatering can, asmall trowel, and

you're ready to begin. Happy repotting!

Light Requirements i

All plantsrequire different amountsof light | J " %"-.
to photosynthesize (manufacture food) and 4! ’3' il &
grow. Both the quantity and quality of light avail- _
able indoorsis significantly less than the light
available outdoorsin nature. Window size, distance from
the window (to the side or under), the presence of curtains or
shades, partial obstructions (awnings, overhangs, trees, etc.)
influence the amount of light your plant receives.

It'svirtually impossibleto give any plant grown indoorstoo
much light, so plantsin thelower light categorieswill also grow
inthe higher light areas. However, they may need more watering
andfertilizer.

FULL SUN - Unobstructed south, southeast, or southwest
window that receivesdirect sunlight for at least half theday. No
curtains or shades. Plant should be directly in window (if plant
isgreater than 2 feet back, thisisnot Full Sun even if sunbeams
are striking the plant).

PARTIAL SUN - Unobstructed east or west window that
receives sunlight for 2-4 hours. Plant should be only 2 feet di-
rectly back fromwindow.

VERY BRIGHT LIGHT —Directly in an unobstructed north
window, full sunwindow with sheers, 2-4 feet back from S, E, W
window, or fluorescent gardening light.

MEDIUM LIGHT - Northwindow with sheers, or to side of
sunny window, or 3-6 feet back of sunny window.

LOW LIGHT - Directly below interior office fixture, more
than 6 feet back from window, or more than 2 feet to side of
window. Plant species must be carefully chosen for this light
level.

NO LIGHT - evenlow-light plantshavetroublethriving.

Indoor Plant Lights .

The gardening season is far too short for many L
gardeners. By using indoor plant lights, the garden- " I!"‘%
ing season can continue despite the weather condi- \,'l .
tionsor thelight limitations. You canuseplant lights =
to start seedlings and cuttings, to overwinter tender plants, or
to grow a special collection of plants, such as succulents, or-
chids, or African Violets.

The basic requirements for indoor plant lighting are either
fluorescent light tubes or incandescent light bulbs. The fluores-
cent lights are much better than theincandescent bulbs. Always
buy full-spectrum light tubes when possible. These tubes are
more expensive than the common fluorescent tubes but they
have the full complement of light raysthat plants utilize during
their growth cycle.

You can buy pre-built light carts. We have many styles to
choose from, ranging from table top fixtures to moveable carts
on wheels. You can also build your own light cart to meet your
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specific needs. Be sure you can adjust
your light fixtures, whether you buy a
pre-built cart or build your own. You will
need to be able to changethelight place- 'i' -

ment for different kinds of plants.

You must consider the light requirements of your plants to
determine the correct light placement. The closer plants are to
the light source, the higher the intensity of the light they re-
ceive. Seedlingsand other plantswith high light-intensity needs,
such as blooming plants and cacti, need the light to be within
four to six inches of theleaves. Foliage plants, tolerant of lower
light levels, will tolerate the light being afoot or more away from
theleavesand still grow well.

Wherever you choose to place your plant lights, make cer-
tain theair temperatureis suitablefor the plantsyou're cultivat-
ing. It would befutileto grow tropical orchids, which likewarmth,
in acold basement even with lights. Annual seedlings may ger-
minate morerapidly inawarm environment, but their growth will
be stockier and healthier if the temperature is kept cooler after
germination.

Since plantsrequire aperiod of darknessfor good healthit's
wise to put your lights on timers, otherwise you may forget to
turn them on and off as needed. Plantsneed about fourteen to
sixteen hoursof light, but they also need eight hour sof dar k-
ness.

Moving Plants - Cold weather below 50°F

Tropical houseplants brighten theindoors and
add color to our homes. However, be aware that
these plants do not like the cold and will suffer j<@-" ==
damage from even brief exposureto air tempera-
tures near freezing. When transporting them in
winter (or any day when the temperature is below 50°), it is
important that plants be carefully wrapped. Wrap small plantsin
newspaper (roll the pot and all to make a tube, and fold the
excess paper over at the top). Place larger plants in a large
plastic garbage bag. Blow into the bag to create a bubble of
warm air and seal the bag tightly. Warm your car up and move
your plants directly from the heated house to the heated car.
Drive straight to your plant’s new home. Plants cannot beleftin
an unheated vehicle. Indoor plantswill not survivethetrip home
in an open truck even when protected!

Moving Plants - Warm weather

The key when moving plantsin warm weather is <X
to protect them from direct sun or excess heat. Plants  #¢
left in the sun (even for afew minutes) will suNburn gl
from the sun’s ultra-violet rays that window glass
normally screensout. If necessary, plants can be left outside for
awhileinthe shade.

Just as your car heats up on sunny summer days, enclosed
trucks can also get very hot inside. Plants will be damaged in
heat above 100° (easily reached in closed vehicles in the sun
even in spring) and any part of the plant that istouching glass
or metal will be burned at much lower temperatures. Remember
that plants left in plastic bags in the sun may overheat!

Your best bet is to load your houseplants last, into an en-
closed vehicle (indoor plants will not survive highway speeds
inan opentruck!), drivedirectly to your destination, and unload
the plantsfirst and take directly inside.
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Vacation Tips - o

Larger Plants, ones that would not dry out % _
more than once during your absence, should be ‘_;}}_If..,n._
watered thoroughly just before you leave. They [
may not need further care.

Plantswhich normally require watering every few days can
be moved away from sunny windows and into bright, but indi-
rect light. Thiswill slow down the plant’s use of water. Try this
method aweek or two before you leave, to get an indication of
just how far it will stretch the plant’s drying-out time.

Those plants which need to be watered frequently can be
enclosed (pot and all) in clear plastic bags. Punch afew holesin
the bag to provideasmall amount of circulation. Itisessential to
move these plants away from sunny locations and into INDI-
RECT light. Thiswill avoid heating up the inside of the plastic
bags and “frying” the plants.

If your bathroom is fairly bright, you can use the “bathtub
method.” Place your plantson bricksin thetub, fill the tub with
an inch or two of water (not enough to reach the top of the
bricks), set your plants on the bricks, and cover the bathtub
with clear plastic. :

For long trips, consider asking afriend to plant-sit. gty
Be careful, do not ask afriend who doesn’t have plants ‘&’i‘)
of their own; the lack of experience could prove fatal B¥=
to your plants. Leave a complete set of instructions i
with that person. If possible, moveyour plants, scattered through-
out the house, into one location.

As alast resort (in the summer only), place larger house
plants outside in the shade, where sprinklers can water them for
you. You can even put 'pot and al' in the ground on the north
side of your house.

Seasonal Tips

M ay Longer, sunny days bring accelerated
growth, and an increasing need for moisture to in-
door plants. By May, all of your plants should be
actively growing. Any that are not should be knocked out of
their pots, for a thorough inspection of the roots. A tangled
mass of white or light brown roots signal sthe need for aslightly
larger pot. We recommend the use of “Black Gold” potting soil
for al indoor plants. Beginfertilizing aweek or so after the plant
is repotted or use atimed-release fertilizer, such as Osmocote.
Regular application of plant food results in stronger, healthier,
and fuller plants. Thisisthe best time of year to trim plants that
have grown out of shape. Trim or pinch tips of branches to
encourage new growth. Thisrepotting, trimming, and fertilizing
will usually revitalize afading plant.

June is an important month for all your indoor plants.
Before you get busy with outdoor work, try to be sureto do the
following, so your indoor plants can have the benefits of highly
active summer growth.

Fertilizing — Plantsreally need asteady supply of nutrients
through the active growing season. Your plants depend on you
for these nutrients. Use Fertilome Blooming and Rooting fertil-
izer every two weeks, or Osmocotefertilizer every four months.
Becareful, never fertilize plantsthat aredry —it isbetter to water
thoroughly, wait 24-48 hours, then apply thefertilizer. With regu-
lar feeding your plantswill grow 100% better!
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Watering —With summer’swarm temperatures,
good air movement (open windows and doors) and
increased sunlight, plants will use more water at a
much faster rate. Houseplants outdoors, or in open
windows, should be checked very often (even daily) for water-
ing. Be sureto really soak your plants thoroughly, repot if nec-
essary, and use plastic pots (instead of clay pots) for plants that
liketo stay moist.

Repotting — Now’s the timeto check all your plantsfor re-
potting. Carefully knock them out of them out of their contain-
ers. If they retain a pot shape and no soil falls away, repot them
inacontainer 1-3incheshigger in diameter. Be sureto use Black
Gold Potting Soil for repotting. Repotting in the summer will
ensure more new growth, and require less frequent watering.

Consider putting your houseplants outside for the summer.
Thisis anice addition to porches and to other garden areas. A
word of warning: Some houseplants are more cold-sensitive than
others. Some plants may die, or have leaf damage, if the night-
time temperatures drop below 50°F. Be careful leaving any of
your houseplants outside at night, until the temperatures will
stay above 50°F al night.

Outdoor houseplants are exposed to the sun’s ultra-violet
rays. Window glass screens out these rays. Since your indoor
plants are not accustomed to UV rays, they will sunburn if put
directly out into the sun. Acclimate your plants to the UV rays
by placing themin the shadefor at |east oneto two weeks before
moving them into the sunlight. Many types of houseplants pre-
fer to be left in the shade all summer. If houseplants are in the
sun all summer, they tend to shed more leaves when you bring
them back inside the housein thefall.

Remember: Increased sunlight and air movement resultsin
increased need of water. Check plants, at |east once every day,
for thefirst two weeks. oy A

September 1t stimeto think about bring-
ing inthe plants you put outdoors for the summer.
The more temperature-sensitive plants should be =«
brought in to stay. Others can be kept outdoors during the day
and brought in at night, or when temperatures are expected to
drop below 45-50 degrees.

Thereisabig difference between the quantity and quality of
light your plants have been receiving all summer - outdoors, and
the light which they will receive during the fall and winter -
indoors. Just as you acclimated your plants to outdoor, direct
sun, over atwo-week period in the spring, it isimportant to re-
acclimatethemto indoor, low light conditionsinthefall. Gradu-
ally decreasing the amount of light a plant is exposed to will
result inminimal loss of foliage during adjustment. Put plantsin
the shade - outdoors - for one week, then put them in your
sunniest window - indoors - for at least two weeks. Gradually
move them into their permanent winter locations.

Just before you are ready to make the move from outdoors
to indoors, give each plant a thorough inspection and a clean
bill of health. Check the foliage carefully for pests. Pay special
attention to the undersides of the leaves, new growth, and junc-
tions of leaf and stem, these areas can harbor mites, aphids, and
mealy bugs.

Even if you do not see any signs of insects, the next step
should be a thorough washing with soapy water (use insecti-
cidal soap). If thereisadefiniteinsect problem, be suretoisolate
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that plant and carefully monitor it for the next several weeks.
Thisisagood timeto get rid of excess mineral salts which

&
\ox

=

have accumulated in the soil fromfertilizing. To do this, run clear
water through the pot, using approximately ten times as much
water asit normally requiresto water your plant. Thiswill dis-
solve any mineral saltsin the soil and will flush them away. A
one-time flushing will not harm your plant, and it will actually
help your plant make the transition from outdoor to indoor con-
ditions.

After you bring your plants indoors, do not expect them to
carry on asif nothing has happened. You should be prepared for
some loss of foliage during the first few weeks. Your plants
growth will probably slow down, or even come to a complete
stop. They may use water slowly, or not at all. Be sure that you
do not water them until they need it. A moisture meter may help
save your plants during this transition period.

After the plant adjusts to the lower light intensity, to re-
duced air movement, and to cooler temperatures, you should
not expect to water or fertilize them as often.

Just remember to give your plants sufficient light and indi-
vidual attention when watering. Fertilize your housepl ants about
half as often as you were during the summer.

October The days are becoming shorter.

How do indoor plants react to these changes? The %
growth processes of plants, are regulated by the |
environment. Inthe summer thewarm, long daylight hours, high
light intensity, and plenty of air circulation influencetheir growth
in a positive way. The faster growth is evident by a frequent
demand for extrawatering and fertilizing.

Autumn brings cooler temperatures, shorter days, lower light
intensity, and limited circulation of air, resulting in aslower plant
growth. Since houseplants are not growing asrapidly asbefore,
they will use much less water. Many plants will stay wet for
weeks. The drying effect of furnacesin some homes may cause
the soil to dry quickly, so monitor your plants closely, don't just
water them indiscriminately.

Winter \@

Roots need oxygen to grow. Whenyoukeepyour ~ *#4
plants wet too long, you fill in all of theair spacesin | ]
the soil with water. If the soil isfull of water, thereis ===
no oxygen available and you drown the roots. Eventually the
plant will die. The best way to prevent this from happening to
your plantsisto check each plant individually before watering.
Use a moisture meter, or let the feel and appearance of the soil
tell you when it isthe time to water that plant.

Most plants (excluding water-loving-plants, such as ferns
and plantsin very small pots) would like to become drier than
usual between waterings, rather than stay too wet all the time.
Although many plants need to dry out between wateringsin the
fall and winter, no plant should become bone dry, through the
entire pot, and then stay dry, not even Cacti.

At this time of year, a moisture meter can be a very wise
investment for the health and longevity of your plants. A reli-
ablemoisture meter is calibrated to show the percentage of mois-
tureinthe soil. Thisenablesyou to determine accurately whether
aplant isdry enough to require watering, or whether you should
wait and check it againin afew days. It is especially handy for
use on large plants and on plants which need to dry out be-
tween waterings.
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Fungus may attack plants which have been damaged by
overwatering, insufficient light, or because of poor air circula-
tion. A good preventive can be the use of a systemic fungicide
when you water your houseplants. Even if you are careful in
your watering, a fuzzy mold may appear on top of the soil on
someplants. Thisisdue, in part, tolimited air circulation. Itisa
normal occurrence and the mold can just be scraped off.

Fertilizing once every three or four weekswill be sufficient
for most house plants during the winter.

Often times in the fall and winter, the amount of )
light that some of your plantsreceivewill beinsuffi- | =
cient for survival, even though lighting was adequate E i
in the summer months. Thismay proveto bethe case |
with plantsthat arein locations away from windows, ===
That Philodendron may have done quite well in your not-so-
well-lit corner during the summer, but it could devel op problems
as the amount of light, intensity of light, and number of sunny
days decrease in winter.

The answer to the problems of limited natural light is artifi-
cial lighting. Artificial lighting provides a consistent, depend-
able source of quality light. Flowering plants, such as African
Violets, will bloom throughout the year with the correct amount
of artificial lighting, You also have the advantage of being able
to select aspot in your house for your plants, without worrying
about the availability of natural light from windows.

There are florescent fixtures and incandescent grow-light
bulbs available, normal house lamps will not work. The plant
must be directly under the light, not even a foot or two to the
side. Thelight must beturned on for 8-12 hours every day, so be
sure to use atimer to help regulate the lighting. With artificial
lighting, and a little bit of imagination, that basement or dark
living room corner, can become an interesting, attractive, and
“fun” part of the house. _

Plants need afew more 'special care' proce- |
dures during the winter months!  Try to move .5_':} S
plants closer to the windows so they get more | -
light. Rotate them 1/4 turn every week to help
maintain an even growth habit. Don’'t have your plants near
doorswhere cold drafts can damage tender leaves. Don't let any
leaves of your plants touch the window panes during the cold
months. Don’t use cold water on plants, the roots like at least
room temperature water. Don't place houseplantsin front of fur-
nace vents that will dehydrate the leaves.

No one sets out to kill a houseplant, yet most dead
houseplants are killed with kindness. Gardening in-
doorsisan artificial climate and all plants
needa period of adjustment. Expect
to see a few % |eaves drop at first,
but don't become panicked too quickly.

The best thing you can do for indoor
plants is to learn something about their
growing needs and provide as close to those conditions
as possible. If you see a problem developing, take ac-
tion quickly.

Good Luck Houseplanting!



