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The Pleasures of Indoor Gardening
A Great Way to Pass a Gray February Day
article and photos by Derek Thomas

T

he artic air this winter has been persistent. Even the
toughest gardeners have
hung up their trowels. At
the onset of February, although the shortest month,
avid gardeners like myself
will all agree time seems to
crawl and the ﬁnal day of
this gray and cold month
never quickly comes. For
me, February’s impact is
softened by time spent with
indoor plants.
In tending my houseplants, there is always something going on to keep my
spirits up: my violets are in
bloom while the snow and
ice falls against their sunny
windowsill; my Meyer lemon has fruit ripening right
after the holidays; or my
Phalaenopsis orchid spikes
and blooms in spite of the
frigid scene outside. If it
were not for these gems of
inspiration, these great indoor garden friends, my
winters would most likely be
best spent far away from the
gray February beast.

dening, they have not had
success with indoor plants.
Well, indoor gardening is
easy and fun.

1. Diffenbachia
2. African Violet

Success with houseplants
Perhaps one of the most
interesting things that many
of my colleagues in the green
world often say is “I can’t get
anything to grow indoors.”
Although these people are
avid plant people, intimately
involved in gardens and gar112 ★ HillRag | February 2011

3. Tillandsia
4. Citrus
5. Phalaenopsis Orchids

The four most important ingredients to indoor
plant success is:
• Always take the time
to ﬁnd out if the plant
is easy or diﬃcult. There
are diﬃcult plants that
are sold in the garden
trade because they are
attractive, such as a
plant like a Vanda Orchid which, though
beautiful, will be better
left to a skilled orchid
person.
• Always ﬁnd out the
plant light needs.
A plant like dieﬀenbachia
will survive in both
bright intense light
and medium shade indoors; however if you
want success with citrus plants indoors make
sure you get sun, and
lots of it, through your
windows.
• Water
requirements
must be known for a
plant to thrive indoors.
Plants need diﬀering
amounts of water and
under-watering a plant
that needs moist conditions will be just as detrimental as over-watering a cactus!
• Soils and regular fer-

START HAVING THE YARD OF YOUR DREAMS

Where to start
Below are a few of my favorite indoor plants. All are easy to
care for.
Dieffenbachia: These wonderful lush multi patterned tropicals are easy to grow and will add
years of joy to your indoor landscape. They like to be planted
in good garden soil with lots of
moisture retaining additives like
vermiculite or perlite. Fertilize
three times per year. Keep growing medium moist but not wet.
They grow in a number of light
conditions indoors. If you grow
in a sunny window, the plant will
have larger leaves and more intense patterns and color on the
leaves. If grown in a low light
condition, the plant will be leggy
with the leaves spaced further
apart on the center trunk with
less dramatic patterns and color.
Please be careful with this plant
since the leaves will cause a dangerous swelling of the tongue if
eaten, hence the nickname “dumb
cane.” If you have pets or kids pass
on this plant.
African Violet: One of the
best and easiest plants to grow
indoors. Give this plant a moist
potting mix high in peat and water regularly from below. Water
on the leaves and center crown
of this plant will injure or kill it.
Keep pot in a saucer and when in
need of water put water in saucer
and plant will soak it up. Keep in
a sunny window and away from
cold drafts and this plant will
bloom all year long. In summer
months make sure sun coming
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tilizing with good products
make a diﬀerence.
Good soil makes for good
roots and ultimately good
plants. Good fertilizer is the
food that will fuel healthy plant
growth. Both are priceless in
making sure your indoor plants
last a lifetime. Also remember
to repot your plants once a year
to a pot that is not more than
2” larger than its current planter.
However if you want to keep the
plant small leave in the same pot
but take 2” of soil oﬀ the top and
add new soil as a top-dress.

www.joeltruittbuildersinc.net
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into window is not too intense because
sunburn will occur.
Tillandsia: These are true air plants.
Give them bright light and spray or soak
with water once a week and enjoy. The
Tillandsia most people are familiar with
is Spanish moss, however there are hundreds of varieties and the joy of growing
these plants are their truly carefree nature.
No soil, sunny location and squirt with
water once a week and you have a great
plant.
Citrus plants: These plants are easy,
fun, and great to help introduce kids into
the joys of gardening. Give these plants
well-drained sandy soil. Citrus plants like
lots of water, but not a soil that is soggy
or waterlogged. Allow soil to dry a bit between thoroughly drenching. Give your
citrus plant plenty of sun and you will
have limes lemons or small oranges in the
winter months! Fertilize and put out door
in a protected location in late spring and
get a summer crop of fruit!
Phalaenopsis Orchids: Also know
as moth orchids, these tough plants will
bloom and grow in an east or northeast
window for years. Phals like sphagnum
moss potting mix or use commercial orchid soil. Fertilize with a commercial
fertilizer diluted to half strength once a
month and change out potting mix annually in summer to prevent salt build
up from fertilizer. Keep on a tray with
pebbles to help increase the humidity and
enjoy the blooms several times each year.
If orchid does not spike (send up a bloom
stalk) by mid-September, place in a room
where night temps drop into the 60s and
there should be a spike by mid-November.
Derek Thomas is principal of Thomas Landscapes.
His garden designs have been featured on HGTV’s
Curb Appeal, and Get It Sold. His weekly garden
segment can be seen on WTTG/Fox 5 in Washington. He can be reached at www.thomaslandscapes.
com or 301.642.5182 ★

If looking for a Capitol Hill business to provide you with wonderful
houseplants check out these locations this February.
Ginkgo Gardens: 911 11th St. SE. 202543-5172
Fragers Hardware: 1115 Pennsylvania
Ave. SE. 202-543-6157
Surroundings: 1023 East Capitol St. SE.
202-546-2125
114 ★ HillRag | February 2011

The Capitol Hill Garden Club
presents

Dear Garden Problem Lady,
A knowledgeable neighbor tells me
that nothing grows in my front garden
because the soil there is so compacted
that I really need to “double dig” it.
What does he mean?
Double digging is a highly effective way of improving bad soil
and getting essential air back into
it. First, do make sure that no one is
going to walk on your front garden
after you have performed this laborintensive task. You must create stepping-stones or a path for people to
walk on instead. You cannot double
dig if the yard is ﬁlled with tree roots,
or you will kill the trees. That said,
start at one side. Dig a row of soil,
one shovel deep, and put all the loosened earth into a wheelbarrow. Then
loosen the soil at the bottom of the
remaining small trench to a depth of
eight or so inches, and add organic
material to it – compost, dried leaves,
manure. Then, parallel to the ﬁrst,
dig a second row, turning over its
topsoil into the ﬁrst trench and mixing that with organic material. Continue doing this, row after row, until
you have dug and enriched the entire
front yard. Fill the last trench with
the topsoil you put in the wheelbarrow from the ﬁrst trench, enriching
it with organic material.
I found a dead rat on our front
walk. What conclusions should I draw?
There are rats around. They live
underground and eat refuse. If you
see other rats, you should call 311 to
be directed to the relevant DC pest
control oﬃce.
I dislike the dark purple of our large
Buddleia bush’s blooms – they do not
show up well. Also, I have now learned
this so-called “butterﬂy bush” is a nonnative that doesn’t support butterﬂies

Ceanothus

at the correct time to help them multiply. I’d like to dig it up and get rid of it
– any advice?
Buddleia is tough. Do it after a
rain. The root ball will be large, and
the roots spread out. It is quite invasive – and yes, its bloom is not early
enough to support butterﬂies when

their newly hatched larvae need food.
Dig it up, add some good, light soil,
and then plant a Ceanothus gloire
de Versailles, a native species that
has similar lilac-shaped blooms of a
paler violet blue than your Buddleia’s
dark ones. Ceanothus grows to a size
of six feet by six feet.
Feeling beset by gardening problems? Send
them to the Problem Lady c/o The Capitol Hill
Garden Club at andrew@hillrag.com. Your
problems might prove instructive to others,
and help them feel superior to you. Complete
anonymity is assured.
Capitol Hill Garden Club programs are free.
On Tuesday, February 8 at 7 p.m. Shepherd
Ogden, a national expert on organic vegetable
gardening, will outline ways to get the most
out of small Capitol Hill spaces. At the Church
of the Brethren, 4th Street door, corner North
Carolina Avenue and 4th Street, SE. Membership details at 202-543-7539. ★

ation day. - Jane Angarola. 210
South Carolina Ave, SE; www.
chds.org; 202-386-9919.
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when held to high expectations.
Friendship is delighted that one of its
hardworking, dedicated teachers has
earned this honor for the second year
in a row,” said Donald Hense, Chairman of Friendship Public Charter
Schools.
Rolle was selected by a panel of
District education leaders from charter and traditional public schools chosen by the Oﬃce of the State Superintendent of Education. The application
process included a written application
and essays, an interview, and a classroom observation. As the 2011 D.C.
Teacher of the Year, Rolle will receive
a $3,000 check and represent the
District of Columbia in the National
Teacher of the Year competition and
program in Dallas, Texas.
Students at Friendship Public
Charter School score above the District average in reading and math and
growth in student proﬁciency is higher
than the District average. The graduation rate at Friendship’s high school
is 94.76 percent - 22 percent higher
than the graduation rate for D.C.’s
traditional public high schools.
Friendship’s mission is to provide
a world-class education that motivates
students to achieve high academic
standards, enjoy learning and develop
as ethical, literate, well-rounded and
self-suﬃcient citizens who contribute
actively to their communities.
Rolle earned a Masters in Urban
Education from University of Pennsylvania. Like last year’s winner, Jon
Rolle is a Teach for America alum.

Capitol Hill Day
School News
CHDS Eighth Graders Wrap Up High
School Applications
While everything that happens
in the years leading up to graduation prepares CHDS 8th graders for
their transition to high school, their
families are guided in this process by
the High School Advisor, who helps
students ﬁnd schools well-suited to
their academic and social strengths
and goals. From September through
mid-December, the students meet
weekly with faculty who prepare them

Other School News
CHDS upper grade students enjoy a flamenco lesson
in Spanish Club [credit:Lisa Sommers.

to take the Secondary School Admission Test, an admissions requirement
of most independent schools. The advisor leads workshops about the application process, including role playing
exercises and mock admissions interviews. In November, CHDS alumni
in 9th – 12th grade meet with families to answer questions about speciﬁc
schools.
The advisor also gathers with parents of 7th graders in the spring and
then again in the fall of their children’s
8th grade year. Throughout the fall,
parents get together individually with
the advisor to discuss school choices
and teacher and outside recommendation possibilities. The advisor keeps
parents apprised of open house dates
and application deadlines. In January and February, the advisor meets
with the admissions staﬀ at every high
school to which the 8th graders have
applied to update their ﬁles and advocate on their behalf.
While the families change, two
things remain constant: Every year,
the CHDS’s 20 or so 8th graders
will enroll at 10 to 15 diﬀerent high
schools, and high school admissions
staﬀ will be impressed with the maturity and poise of our candidates.
CHDS graduates are conﬁdent in
their academic abilities, socially adept,
and ﬂourish at a wide range of competitive and challenging high schools,
including private and public, single sex
and coed, boarding and day. Currently,
82 CHDS alumni are enrolled at 30
diﬀerent high schools.
The Class of 2011 has submitted
applications to 25 high schools. Like
others before them, they have been
nurtured, challenged, supported, and
taught to think critically and independently. In the coming weeks they will
have options to consider and decisions
to make as they count down to gradu-

SEED Student Receives Heroes
of Heart Award

At the Martin Luther King,
Jr. Day of Service Literary Celebration, The Heart of America
Foundation® honored SEED DC
student Anthony Black with its Heroes of the Heart® Award. The award
identiﬁes inspirational individuals
who have made extraordinary contributions to enrich the lives of others.
The co-founders of The Heart of
America Foundation presented Anthony with this award in honor of his
service to his community, his resiliency
and willingness to share his personal
story of his family’s quest to provide
him with a quality education. He told
this story as one of ﬁve students featured in Davis Guggenheim’s recent
documentary ﬁlm Waiting for “Superman”, which has sparked a national
conversation about the importance of
education reform. www.seedfoundation.com ; www.heartofamerica.org.
www.waitingforsuperman.com.

Hundreds Volunteered at DC Public
Schools on MLK Day of Service
On Jan. 17, the Martin Luther
King Jr. National Day of Service, hundreds of volunteers lent a helping hand
in a variety of service projects – from
those that focus on literacy, to largescale mural projects – that will beautify and improve DC public schools.

Literacy: Powell, Payne and Emery
The DCPS kicked oﬀ the day of
service with a “Teaching Your Child
How to Read” literacy project at three
schools: Emery Education Campus
(1720 First St. NE); Payne Elementary (305 15th St. SE); and Powell Elementary (1350 Upshur St. NW).

Rebuilding Arts Program: Takoma
at Meyer
In an eﬀort to rebuild art supplies
at Takoma at Meyer and aesthetically

enhance the interior of the new school
site, the school has teamed up with the
University of the District of Columbia
and federal government volunteers for
a donation drive and mural project at
Takoma at Meyer, 2501 11th St. NW.
During the “Rising out of the Ashes
through Service” event, more than 100
volunteers beautiﬁed school grounds
with classroom art and hallway mural
projects. For more information, email
udcserves@gmail.com.

Instilling Pride, Creating Legacy:
Mckinley Mural Project
McKinley Technology High
School students and teachers joined
dozens of volunteers from the nonproﬁt Greater DC Cares on Jan. 17 to
paint murals in the NE DC school as
part of its McKinley Technology High
School Legacy Project 2011. For more
information, email Michael.taylor3@
dc.gov.

New Intermediate School Division
Head at The Potomac School
Potomac School Head Geoﬀ
Jones announced today that Jerry
Kountz will serve as the next Division Head of the Intermediate School
(grades 7 – 8). He is currently serving
as the founding Head of the SEED
School of Maryland, a public, statewide, college preparatory boarding
school and the second SEED School
in the nation. He has served as principal of a number of middle schools in
Prince Georges County and was twice
nominated for The Washington Post’s
Outstanding Principal’s Award. In
addition, he has directed several leadership programs, coaching and mentoring middle school principals to be
eﬀective instructional leaders. Head
Geoﬀ Jones said, “Having a keen understanding of the adolescent journey,
Jerry will understand the nuanced balance of support and challenge necessary for all of 7th and 8th graders to
ﬂourish as they transition from the
elementary grades to high school. His
commitment to the kind of community that makes possible academic excellence readily aligns with Potomac’s
vision and mission.” - Jill Lucas. 703873-5539; www.potomacschool.org.
★
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