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How Not to Kill your Houseplants — Alison Marsden

On cold, wet days getting out into the garden may not be appealing,

SO winter is a great time to focus on houseplants. Alison Marsden
joined us on a cold, wet January evening in warm, welcoming Matfield
Village Hall, to enlighten us on “How NOT to Kill Your Houseplants”.
As well as designing gardens, Alison is a trained social and therapeutic
horticulture practitioner and told us that houseplants can be just as
good for our wellbeing as their outdoor compatriots. So what did we
learn...? Firstly, always read the care label!

Of course all plants can thrive perfectly well without human intervention. However, when
we take them out of their natural setting, and particularly when we stick them in pots
indoors, we are taking control of their environment so need to take care of our little green
friends. Their five basic needs are light, water, nutrients, warmth and air, however the
thorny issue is that they all demand different proportions of these. Understanding their
natural environment helps, especially with putting the right plant in the right place. A Peace
Lily grows naturally on a forest floor in tropical climes, so placing in a humid bathroom or
kitchen away from direct sunlight will help to keep the peace!

Most house plants are sold in multi-purpose compost; this organic matter will provide
nutrients for the first year, but degrade and compact over time. Compacted, and
particularly water-logged compost, stops air from reaching the roots potentially causing a
flora fatality. Aged soil doesn’t disintegrate in the same way, so repotting in a soil-mix
compost can get your foliage fighting fit for the future. More plants die from over watering
than under watering, so first assess their weight as a heavy pot is typically a wet pot.
Ensure they are drained and not standing in water, ideally with a little gravel in the bottom
of the outer pot. If you are rubbish at remembering to water, then cacti and succulents are
the plants for you, they do need water but their ability to store it means they can forgive



your neglectful ways. Conversely, it is hard to over feed your plants, so do provide some
nutrients. A nitrogen based feed is great for luscious leaves, while a tomato plant feed
which is potassium based, fosters fruit and flowers so could work wonders in the spring.

Alison expertly answered our questions about violets, flies and dunking before reminding
us to enjoy and connect with our houseplants for our own well-being. Particularly in the
winter months, when we might be out in nature less often, a mindful ten minutes spent
removing dust from leaves with a damp cloth makes for a happy plant, and it might just
make us feel calmer and happier too.
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