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Houseplants let us bring a bit of nature into our home.  Usually our 
houseplants are from exotic, far away, tropical places.  If you are going 
to bring home a new house plant, first consider where you are going to 
place it.  Just like your outdoor garden plants, houseplants have 
particular growing conditions that have to be met.  Light and 
temperature conditions will determine what plants do best in your 
home. 
 
When buying a new house plant, carefully inspect it before bringing it 

home.  Begin by inspecting the leaves.  They should be free of blemishes or brown edges and the lower leaves 
should not be pale or yellow.  Leaves should also have the right color, shape and size for that variety.  A good 
specimen should have a balanced shape and not be top heavy nor should it look leggy or sparse.  Blooming 
plants should have lots of buds that are just about to open.   
 
Next look closely at the stems and leaves for any signs of insects or disease.  Check under the leaves for spider 
mites and scale.  Inspect the tips of shoots for aphids.  If the leaves look like they are covered in black soot they 
may be infested with some kind of sap sucking insect such as mealybugs, aphids or scale.  Check the pot and 
soil.  If roots are growing through the drainage holes or are at the soil surface, the plant has probably outgrown 
its pot.  If you take this plant home it will need transplanting into a larger pot.  Avoid plants whose soil is 
completely dried out or is covered by moss as their root system may be compromised.  Lastly, make sure the 
plant you choose has its tag with its name and care instructions. 
 
Most of the houseplants we grow are tropical or sub-tropical in origin.  They probably started out in a 
greenhouse where conditions were perfect for their growth.  In all likelihood, once they get to your house they 
will go through a period of shock until they become acclimated to their new living conditions.  Your plant may 
drop some leaves or flower buds and some leaves may yellow.  During the adjustment period keep the plant 
relatively cool to help minimize water loss.  Do not fertilize at this time, since the plant is adjusting to lower light 
and humidity conditions.  Check the soil regularly to determine when to water.  It is also a good idea to keep a 
new plant away from your other plants for 2 to 3 weeks, just in case it does have a disease or insects. 
 
Light, temperature, humidity and water are the key factors for plant growth.  Buy a plant that matches your 
indoor conditions.  Low light plants do well by a north-facing window or in the home interior.  Medium light 
plants need bright, indirect light and can be put a foot or two from west- or south-facing windows.  Plants that 
require a high amount of light need to be near (but not touching) west- or south-facing windows, or kept in a 
sunroom.  Keep in mind that light conditions change throughout the seasons.  Plants will also stretch towards 
the light.  Turn your plants periodically so that they grow symmetrically. 
 
Since we do not get a whole lot of bright sunny days during the winter, you may want to look for plants that can 
tolerate lower light conditions.  One of the most traditional plants for low light is the cast iron plant (Aspidistra).  
It lives up to its name as it withstands heat, cold, wet soil, drought, dust and neglect.  Direct sunlight can cause 
brown scorch marks on the wide, leathery leaves.  With good care it will grow to about three feet tall.  ‘Milky 
Way’ is a variety that has beautiful confetti-like speckling on the dark green leaves.  Aspidistra are slow growing. 
 



Snake plants or mother-in-law tongue (Sansevieria) can adapt to low light or full sun.  Native to the tropics of 
West Africa, they have very tough, thick leaves.  They usually grow upright from the base to 2 or 3 feet tall.  
Cultivars include plants with silvery-green markings, green with gold edges or even dark green, nearly black 
banded ones.  There are also the miniature “bird’s nest” forms.  From early spring to late fall, let the soil dry out 
moderately between thorough waterings.  During the winter, water just enough to keep the leaves from 
shriveling.  If provided medium light levels and proper soil, the intricate bandings and variegations become far 
more pronounced and beautiful. 
 
Chinese evergreen is the common name used for a collection 
of plants from the Aglaonema genus.  Originally found in the 
tropical areas of Southeast Asia, these are tough plants that 
can survive being tucked in the corner of a room.  In their 
native surroundings they live on the floor of tropical forests.  
Chinese evergreens are grown primarily for their attractive 
leathery leaves.  There are many hybrid varieties and the 
leaves can be plain green, speckled, blotched or variegated, 
usually with a silvery gree n or cream color.  They do not like 
temperatures below 60 degrees F so keep them in a warmer 
area of the house. 
 
Parlor palm (Chamaedorea elegans) is the classic Victorian palm with long arching, feathery dark-green leaves.  
This is one of the few palms that can grow well in low light.  Slow growing, a fully mature plant may reach 3 to 4 
feet.  The parlor palm is able to live in cramped conditions when young, so it is commonly used in terrariums 
and dish gardens.  The parlor palm will tolerate dry indoor air, but it will be happier with higher humidity. 
 
The peace lily plant or Spathiphyllum, bear large, arching deep-green leaves and have beautiful calla-like white 
flowers on tall stalks.  There are many types to choose from, ranging in height from less than 2 feet high to over 
6 feet high.  Blooms usually appear in early summer and last for weeks.  If your plant fails to bloom move it to a 
brighter location, but keep it out of direct sun.  Keep the soil evenly moist.  If you forget to water it, the leaves 
will tell you as they will wilt dramatically. 
 
Find a space for at least one of these tough and durable house plants this winter. 
 
Resources:  University of Illinois, University of Vermont, “Indoor Plants” by Halina Heintz and “Foliage House 
Plants” by James Underwood Crockett. 
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