Light is an ingredient that no chlorophyll based plant can do without. Some plants such as Citrus, Hibiscus, and most succulents need as much light as our weak winter sUn can provide. Others such as

African Violets, Begonias and many foliage plants do well in the bright but filtered light of an east or west window. Ferns will do well even in a north facing exposure. Of course, you can grow lower light plants in a south window just by keeping them back a metre or more from the window or growing them behind sheer curtains.

The last two ingredients for healthy plants, water and soil, are tied together and linked to the way you like to grow. I've found over twenty years of trial and error the mix that works for me but it might not work for you. This is were the human factor comes in. While it is true that some plants like an open,

free draining soil and others need to be evenly moist, if you are a person who likes to spend a lot of

time on your plants and tends to be a heavy waterer perhaps you should pot all your plants in a open, sandy mixture. If the opposite is true, a heavier soil might suit you better. Don't be afraid to experiment with different mixes or to choose a good base mix and customize it with sand, peat moss, perlite or vermiculite. Whatever you use don't let your plants sit in water for more than an hour.

Two last tips, only feed your plants when they are in growth. Then feed with a good fertilizer that contains trace elements at one quarter strength every two weeks. On the fourth time that you would normally feed, flush water through the pot until it runs clean. This keeps salts from building up to toxic levels in the pot.

Secondly, don't over pot. Choose a pot that fits the root ball not the size of the top growth. If the plant is top heavy, double pot and weight the larger pot with rocks.

Humidity is always a problem in our homes during the winter. Some ways to raise the moisture content of the air include using a cool mist humidifier or just grouping plants together so that the water vapour that is given off by the plants themselves creates a small microclimate. Another way is to group plants together on pebble trays. These are just the large plastic trays that are available commercially with the bottom lined with about 3 cm of small pebbles. The plants are then placed in the trays and water is added to just below the bottoms of the pots. This prevents the plants from sitting in water while raising the humidity around them.

Most commonly grown houseplants do well indoors at temperatures from 18°-22°C. A few groups such as Cacti like to be kept cool to initiate flower buds. This can be accomplished by putting them in a closed off room or close to the glass of a window. No plant will be very happy if it is in a draught. Whether it is a warm draught from a hot air register or a cold draught from a rush of outside air when a door is opened. Hibiscus, Ficus and holiday Cactus are noted for dropping buds and leaves if subjected to them.

by Linda Temple

How can I grow plants in the house? That is a question I frequently hear. The answer begins with the knowledge of how the plant, or the species from which it was bred, grows in the wild. What you need to know is the optimum temperature, humidity, light, water and type of soil preferred by your plant as well as it's season of growth. Once you have discovered this, you have a foundation on which to base the care requirements for your plant.
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