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F O R T Y - O N E

W H A TÕS TH E P A Y O FF?

This small project shows how to create and maintain a stylish
indoor garden.Although this book is dedicated to the larger out-
door landscape, a person with a well-chosen and well-designed

indoor garden can putter among plants when outdoor conditions are
not salubrious. Also, a manageable indoor garden makes a wonderful
present to give to someone who lives in a high-rise or who finds it dif-
ficult to work outdoors. Here youÕll learn to make a stylish tabletop gar-
den of great-looking plants that brings a true sense of the living garden
indoors.

It must be said that the word ÒhouseplantsÓsometimes sets off Bad
Taste Detectors.Too many people have painful memories of awful aun-
ties in parlors packed with moldering African violets.Thankfully, todayÕs
indoor garden has moved miles beyond that particular terror. TodayÕs
gardeners care about design and content, and their indoor gardens
reflect their artistic plant passions.



There are no huge secrets for successful indoor
gardening. The first step toward greatness is simple:
Pick plants that will love your interior conditions. If
your sunlight is limited, go the fabulous ferns and
beautiful begonia route. (I donÕt like grow lights as
dŽcor: They hint of the surgical theater.) If your
indoor climate is hot and dry, look for unusual succu-
lents, agaves, and flowering cacti. If you want orchids,
these require more atmospheric moisture,but there are
some that love sunlight and some that love shade.To
buy a plant perfect for your house, simply check the
nursery tags before purchasing and donÕt fudge on
what conditions you really have to offer.

Indoor humidity and air quality are factors that are
easy to adjust. Use a humidifier, place trays of water on
radiators, and position beautiful bowls of water in your
tabletop garden. YouÕll discover that the water you
offer evaporates so quickly that containers may need
to be refilled daily during the winter heating months.

Indoor atmospheres sometimes tend to stagnate,
especially when it is impossible to open windows.An
inexpensive table fan makes a tremendous difference
in plant health by circulating stagnant air. Set the fan
on the floor. Point it up toward the ceiling and away
from plants. A fan blowing directly on plants will

eventually dry out leaves and flowers too much. Once you add humid-
ity and circulating air to your indoor garden, you will discover that both
small adjustments enhance conditions for humans and plants alike.

The final key to indoor garden success has been documented end-
less times: Most indoor plants die from overwatering and overfertilizing.
Once you learn to curb your overenthusiasm as per the instructions
below, your garden is already off to a better start.
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I N D O O R  P LA N TS

FO R  A  SU N N Y ,

D RY  A TM O SP H ER E

n cacti
n hens and chicks
n succulents
n agaves
n aeonium
n pelargoniums
n herbs
n scented geraniums

I N D O O R  P LA N TS

TH A T LI K E SH A D E

n ferns
n begonias
n selected orchids
n coleus
n hibiscus
n flowering maple
n ivy
n primroses



As you begin your indoor garden plant collection,
youÕll find that most plants first arrive at your house in
plastic. So did your lampshades.You immediately threw
away the lampshade plastic and you need to ditch the
cheesy pots pronto.Your indoor garden is a display area
and every plant deserves a beautiful pot.

This project urges you to arrange all your plants in
one main area to create a fuller garden effect.Since most
windowsills are very narrow, use a table or bench placed
in front of the window to allow for depth of design and
more plant presence. One plant here and one plant over
there does not make a splashy outdoor scene, and the
same is true indoors. Additionally, if you group plants
together in one place, you can more easily take perfect care of them
because watering, fertilizing, and primping all happen in one spot.

Just as in your outdoor garden, your indoor garden will benefit from
designing with good color choices and interesting plant forms.Your
local nursery, a specialized greenhouse, and even most ordinary Home-
Mega-Stores now have extensive greenhouse collections. Assemble a
collection of indoor plants that please you and that will be pleased by
your conditions. For example, a cactus is not just a green spiky thing.
Many have long-lasting colorful blooms. A tall cactus with a red cap
would look terrific next to a leafy aeonium that has red in its foliage.
Add a round blue agave and a few trailing gray succulents and you are
starting to create an indoor garden for a hot sunny spot.

Once you have your favorite plants in great pots, arrange them so
that the collection looks like a little garden.As in your outdoor garden,
place taller things in the back, group plants in odd numbers, and think
about what colors look good with what other colors.Topiary trees, vines
on small tuteurs, trailing plants, spiky plants, fragrant plants, and big
bloomers should be arranged and rearranged until each one benefits
from its position and its context.
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I N D O O R  P LA N TS

TH A T R EQ U I R E

SO M E H U M I D I TY

n orchids
n ferns
n calla lily
n begonias
n coleus
n citrus
n potted bulbs
n jasmine



My tabletop indoor garden also has a lamp on it, places for a few
candles, big and small bowls of water, a tiny Buddha, some seashells, and
various other sentimental tidbits.These ornamental objects are quirky
and personal and, hopefully, move my home horticulture from the
dreaded realm of houseplants and into the world of personalized gar-
dening.As a final suggestion, once you make your indoor garden, move
a comfortable chair next to your happy plants and indulge in Edenic
catnaps. ItÕs a great way to enjoy your garden efforts.
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P U R CH A SE P R I O R  TO  I N STA LLA TI O N

¥ Inexpensive waterproof table or bench (metal, stone outdoor
table, tiled table, picnic bench, etc.) to fit desired space

¥ Heavy-gauge plastic sheeting (to protect the floor under the
table from water)

¥ Inexpensive absorbent rug to hide plastic sheeting (cotton rag
rugs are great)

¥ Inexpensive metal serving trays, flea market serving platters,
plates, bowls, saucers, etc. (for preventing drips under pots and
filling with water for evaporation)

¥ Small watering can with a long pointed tip
¥ Small container of liquid plant fertilizer for foliage
¥ Small container of liquid plant fertilizer bloom booster
¥ Plastic hand sprayer with mist and jet action
¥ Plants: at least 5 (choose location first, then purchase plants

accordingly)
¥ Containers: for plants purchased
¥ Potting mix: enough for transplanting into containers
¥ Sand: small bag
¥ Compost: small bag
¥ Galvanized washtub or other container to fit under table and

hold all supplies

TO O LS

¥ Empty plastic 1-gallon milk jugs: 2
¥ Inexpensive spoon
¥ Knife
¥ Scissors
¥ Small stones: fill a coffee can
¥ Ivory Liquid
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I N STA LLA TI O N

1. To position indoor garden: Choose a prominent window for your
garden. Ideal locations could include entryway, living room,kitchen,
or library. Note exposure and leave a thermometer there for a few
days to ascertain temperatures.

2. Move chosen table or bench to window position.
3. Floor protection:Water can damage floors.Tile, stone, and linoleum

floors are generally safe from splashes and spills. Carpet or wood
floors under an indoor garden must be protected from water. Lay
heavy plastic sheeting underneath the entire table. Hide plastic with
absorbent washable rugs such as cotton rag. Occasionally check the
floor underneath the garden table and wash the rug as needed.

4. Purchase plants as per the sun exposure, temperature, and general
humidity provided. Buy at least 5 plants to begin your garden.

5. Transplant all plants into decorative containers as per directions in
ÒContain YourselfÓon page 153.

6. Keep transplanted material out of direct sun for three days.
7. To arrange your indoor garden: Position potted plants as you would

in an outdoor garden.Avoid the expected: Placing tallest plant off-
center at the rear or as a corner anchor sometimes looks better than
the usual rear center position.

8. Underneath pots: Use china platters, plates, and saucers instead of
usual pottery saucers. Old-fashioned metal serving trays can hold
several plants.These provide extra protection from water stains and
can be purchased at flea markets.

9. To provide height: Use an overturned pot like a small stage. Set pot-
ted plant on top.This works very well with plants like begonias or
ferns that drape or have a curved posture.

10. Trailing vines: A trailing plant like ivy can cascade out of its own
pot, down the edge of an overturned pot, and be fanned out among
other plants.

11. Climbing vines: Use very small nails and string to train climbers
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upward and make a living frame around the window. Jasmine and
climbing onion will climb strings.

12. To add decorative elements: Arrange ornamental objects on the
plant table.A small table lamp will light up this area after dark. Small
votives add a festive touch when entertaining. Be sure to keep elec-
trical devices away from water.

13. To increase humidity: Place bowls of water on plant table for extra
humidity. Seashells or decorative stones can be placed in the water
if desired. Keep water topped up and clean.

14. To circulate air: Use a small inexpensive fan to circulate air. Set on
floor and tilt upward and away from plants. Do not blow air directly
on plants, as this will dry out flowers and leaves.

15. Indoor garden maintenance: Avoid overwatering. Poke finger into
soil to check for moisture. If completely dry, water according to
nursery instructions. Apply water gently with small long-spouted
watering can to avoid splashing soil away from surface roots.

16. Do not let pots sit in water. Remove water that drains into saucers,
etc., underneath pots so that containers never sit in water.

17. For containers without holes: If using a cachepot with no drainage
hole, make sure that the inner pot does not sit in water contained
in the cachepot.

18. To fertilize: Avoid overfertilizing. Mix a weak solution of bloom
booster plant fertilizer in an empty gallon milk jug. If directions say
use 1 teaspoon of granules per gallon water, use 1Ú4 teaspoon. Mark
this jug with ÒBBÓfor Òbloom booster.Ó

19. In the second gallon jug, mix a weak solution of regular plant fer-
tilizer as per instructions above. Regular plant fertilizer promotes
leaf growth.This jug can be marked ÒREG.Ó

20. Do not apply fertilizer solution to dry plants. If necessary,water first.
21. Fertilize Òweekly,weakly.ÓChoose the same day of the week for ease

of remembering (for example, ÒFertilize on FridaysÓ). On even-
numbered Fridays, use the bloom booster. On odd Fridays, use 
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regular solution. On the last Friday of the month, do not fertilize.
22. To apply fertilizer, pour solution from the milk jug into a small,

long-spouted watering can. Pour on soil.Allow to drain and remove
liquid from saucers as usual.

23. Store extra fertilizer in jugs for next application.
24. If possible, store all indoor garden supplies together in a galvanized

washtub or other large container to keep them organized and handy.
25. Groom plants as needed. Remove yellow foliage with sharp scissors.

Deadhead spent flowers. Keep soil surface and containers tidy. If wet
soil spills on the table, allow water to dry and blow away soil.
Wiping wet soil creates streaks.

26. Watch for white fly, spider mites, scale, and other harmful bugs that
may attack your indoor plants. At first sign, remove the afflicted
plant from the garden and isolate in another room.

27. Fill plant sprayer with warm water and 2 drops of Ivory Liquid soap.
In my experience, this mixture will cure all bug ills.

28. Place buggy plant in kitchen sink and spray with soap solution until
every leaf is drenched. Leave plant in sink for half hour, then rinse
thoroughly with clean water from the sprayer attachment. Keep
affected plant away from other plants.

29. Check plant daily for reappearance of bugs. Bugs will appear until
all eggs previously laid have hatched. Spray at least every 3 days, or
more often as needed.

30. Keep affected plant watered, but do not apply fertilizer.
31. When no bugs are seen for 2 weeks, replace plant in table garden

and resume normal fertilizing schedule.
32. OPTIONAL: If possible, place your tabletop garden outside in the shade

for summer. Do not do this until night temperatures stay above 60
degrees. Remove rug and plastic sheeting and air out floor indoors
if possible. Reassemble indoor garden before frost. DonÕt be con-
cerned if your plants pout when theyÕre moved back indoors.This
is natural.
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P LA N T H A R D I N ESS ZO N ES

1 Below -50¡F.

2 -50¡ to -40¡

3 -40¡ to -30¡

4 -30¡ to -20¡

5 -20¡ to -10¡

6 -10¡ to 0¡

7 0¡ to 10¡

8 10¡ to 20¡

9 20¡ to 30¡

10 30¡ to 40¡

11 Above 40¡
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