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Introduction

Indoor gardening is like an international language: someone who lives in the UK can grow an Aloe vera in their home just as easily as someone in Australia. Regardless of where you live, indoor gardeners share the same passion for houseplants.

The benefits of houseplants

My favourite part of horticulture is creating terrariums with small (6cm/2½in) cacti and succulents (see here). There are many benefits for growing plants indoors. Here are some of the ways in which creating an indoor oasis benefits our lives.

Numerous studies have found that interacting with plants can lower physiological and psychological stress, improve concentration levels, increase production levels, increase job satisfaction and even remove airborne organic compounds via their roots, soil and leaves.

Helping with mental health

Houseplants (and gardening as a whole) have massively benefited both my mental and physical well-being. Especially during the stresses of my academic years and the sudden passing of my mum when I was 21, I found that tinkering around with plants helped keep my mind on the present instead of the past. There is an old saying about hobbies and mental health: ‘Take yourself out of your mind and into your hands.’

No pressure

Finally, never worry about developing your interest in plants, especially if that worry is based on the risk of killing them shortly after purchase. Keep your houseplants by sunless windows, away from any operating radiators, and only water once the top third of the soil dries out. The rest will follow, and you’ll slowly gain confidence and new skills.
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Two aloes and a Phalaenopsis in bloom share a sunny windowsill.



HOW LONG HAVE HOUSEPLANTS BEEN AROUND?

The history of houseplants is interlaced with the history of container gardening. It’s full of stories, intrigue and even some controversy. Although there isn’t space to delve fully into it here, I definitely recommend investigating this further yourself, as it’s fascinating!

A potted history

Around 4,000 years ago in Ancient Egypt, it’s believed plants were grown indoors in clay pots filled with nutrient-rich soil from the Nile. In Ancient Greece (1100 bce), it is possible that plants such as bay laurel (Laurus nobilis) and palms were planted in the terracotta pots. While in Ancient China it is thought that from around 1000 bce, homes were adorned with plants to symbolize wealth.

During Roman times, container-growing expanded to include flowers, and scented plants such as lavender and rosemary. In cramped towns, people placed plants in window boxes and even on roofs.

Plants on the move

The medieval era (14th century) saw a transfer of temperature-delicate specimens from warmer climes, such as southern Europe, to colder ones, such as northern Europe.

From the 16th to the 18th centuries, the idea of a houseplant developed with the use of conservatories and overseas explorations to the ‘New World’. The wealthy filled rooms with citrus trees, while improvements in insulation meant tropical plants became a symbol of affluence. Many houseplants were the product of poaching, where seeds, cuttings or whole plants were taken to another country without the permission of the people in their home nation.

A growing trend

By the end of the 19th century, indoor plants could also be afforded by upper middle-class families. But toxic fumes from the outdoors along with blackening soot produced by domestic heating systems meant they had to choose ‘strong’ plants, such as the cast iron plant (Aspidistra elatior) from eastern Asia and the Kentia palm (Howea forsteriana) from Lord Howe Island in the Pacific.

Post-World War II, horticultural businesses, or nurseries, began to hybridize varieties to better tolerate home conditions or to improve aesthetics, such as longer-lasting flowers. During the 1970s and ‘80s, it became fashionable to decorate homes with plants that were now available to the masses. Spider plants (Chlorophytum comosum) and devil’s ivy (Epipremnum aureum) hung from macramé pot holders; cheese plants (Monstera deliciosa) and rubber plants (Ficus elastica) filled the corners of rooms.
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The croton, shown here in an illustration from 1882, is a native of Southeast Asia and was introduced to Europe in the 18th century.



Birth of the garden centre

A decade later, the modern garden centre, with cafés and gift shops was born. In more recent times, social media and the pandemic have boosted commercial houseplant growing, proving that humans still need a touch of nature to bring calmness and improve health in a world of rapidly developing technology.

WHERE DO HOUSEPLANTS COME FROM?

Regardless of which plants fill your home, it is good to know where they naturally occur in the wild, as this teaches us what conditions and treatment they like when grown indoors.

For instance, as the native habitats of succulents are in semi-arid environments across the globe, evolution has served them the ability to hold moisture and nutrients in their flesh for long periods of time. This means that for watering them, you should remember the phrase ‘drenches between droughts’, which, in basic terms, teaches you to wait until the soil is fully dry.

Match their natural habitat

Due to their natural habitat of wet bogs, where soil nutrients are limited, many carnivorous species, such as the popular Venus flytrap (Dionaea muscipula) or pitcher (Sarracenia), like being sat in water. They also won’t tolerate being fertilized, and instead rely on bright sunshine and the occasional bug to digest. This is why you’ll never see ‘Venus flytrap’-labelled fertilizer in a garden centre!

Boston ferns (Nephrolepis exaltata) grow in many regions across the Americas. They have evolved to thrive in high humidity (above 80 per cent) with constant access to soil moisture. Many fern growers keep their ferns standing in a small pool of water to eliminate any chance of dehydration or drought. I’ve always grown my Boston ferns on bright windowsills with standing water to around one-sixth of the pot’s depth. Despite what most sources say, this plant can do very well in partial sun, too. Just make sure the soil never dries out.
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Nephrolepis exaltata growing at the base of a tree. It takes nutrients from the tree sap that trickles down the trunk and is diluted with rainwater.



Do your research

Take the time to get to know your houseplants and discover where they come from, so you can see how to best mimic the conditions at home. Your houseplants will love you for it!
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The yucca’s reproductive structure can boast more than 20 flowers at a time.
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Three fully-developed Nepenthes ‘traps’ wait for small prey to fall victim to their fragrant, flower-like scents and enter the hollow structures.



HOUSEPLANTS AREN’T JUST FOR CHRISTMAS

Plants can make a brilliant gift as a reminder of a significant event and can be passed down through generations of a family as an incredible inheritance. In fact, some species and varieties of houseplants can live seemingly forever – up to 90 years in some cases. Generally speaking, any species that has the ability to store moisture in either its roots, stems or leaves will be most suitable to become an inheritance. Here are some of my favourites:



[image: illustration]
Jade tree or Money plant
(Crassula ovata)

Commercially grown for over a hundred years, the classic jade plant is the first houseplant to consider if you’re interested in creating your own living heirloom. Producing two to three pairs of leaves per year, this species is truly reliable and easy-natured, even for the most inexperienced of indoor gardeners.
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Old man cactus
(Cephalocereus senilis)

Certainly the hairiest option on this list, the old man cactus could outlive us all. This species will grow around 1cm (½in) per year and can live for at least 40-plus years in the right care. Ensure the specimen is kept in the brightest windowsill in your home, or in a conservatory or semi-heated greenhouse.
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Thanksgiving cactus
(Schlumbergera truncata)

The third plant I’d recommend is an unalloyed favourite of mine. The traditional idea of a Thanksgiving or Christmas cactus spans back to the 1810s, and although the variety has evolved over the centuries, it still remains a strong seller in garden centres and shops alike.
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Cast-iron plant
(Aspidistra elatior)

Originating from oriental Asia, this leafier option has been grown in European homes for almost two hundred years due to the species’ tolerance to cold, unheated rooms. Cast-iron plants are generally easy to cultivate; however, root rot-related diseases (Fusarium) can be a problem.

DO THEY LIKE BEING TALKED TO?

Have you ever thought about singing a sweet lullaby to your plant to make it grow quicker? Well, you would not be alone. Scientists have debated this theory for several decades and the verdicts are rather interesting.

The science

Most studies have found that there could be a correlation between the vibrations created by sound and increased growth rates, but the actual scope of influence is still under discussion. Research conducted in 2007 found that playing 70-decibel music at high frequencies increased cellular and metabolic responses compared to when played at a lower pitch, all at differing speeds. This could be from the plant’s mechanoreceptors sensing the vibrational stimuli (of the music, in this case) and preparing it with a defence mechanism to protect it from a natural predator that would eat its leaves in the wild. In other studies, a Canadian research team found that sounds played at 92 decibels to seedlings could be responsible for better germination rates, thereby suggesting that sound vibrations may not only be helping a plant prepare for predation, but also may be a factor for increased growth rates.

The practice

Well, some hypotheses argue that speaking to foliage may help growth due to the sound vibrations, whereas others weigh on the side that a normal conversational volume (and pitch) may not be loud enough to make a clear difference. Either way, if you enjoy talking to your plants or playing them your music, it sure won’t hurt them!

Can plants talk back?

Modern research has found that plants can communicate to one another in many different ways. Some use the form of a mycorrhizal network, whereby fungal organisms can communicate messages, nutrients and minerals between trees or plants via the soil and roots. Others, such as grass, send signals into the air after a predator has eaten them to warn other plants in the local vicinity. This signal, which can double up as an invitation to predators to eat the grass-eating insects, is the fragrant smell of a freshly cut lawn that we notice often in the spring and summer months.

Furthermore, scientists have recently found that plants can also make faint popping noises when exposed to dehydration or a damaged stem. These ultrasonic noises can be heard up to 10cm (4in) away and can vary in speed depending on the plant’s level of stress.
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From left to right: Zamioculcas zamiifolia, Aglaonema ‘Crete’, Monadenium guentheri, Sansevieria trifasciata ‘Moonshine’, Senecio scaposus, Chlorophytum comosum, Sansevieria cylindrica, Peperomia ‘Rosso’, Goeppertia insignis, Hoya carnosa, Howea forsteriana, and Chlorophytum comosum (under the table).
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CODIAEUM (CROTON) MAGNIFICUM uno.
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