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By Gerri Gibney

      




Amaryllis (Hippeastrum)



Gerri is the President of the Garden Club of Harrington Park.  She’s a life-long, passionate gardener who loves everything “garden.”  She is an antique dealer, writer, and has a design service specializing in garden containers.  She can be reached at themerchantmouse@aol.com for comments and questions


As you read this column, it will be close to November, and hopefully you have brought all your plants in from the cold to winter over once again indoors.  With the heat on in the house, try grouping your houseplants together, it actually increases the humidity.  Another plus to grouping is that your display looks like a mini outdoor garden.  You might also try pebble trays under your plants to increase moisture.  Fill the trays with pebbles, add water halfway in the tray, and place the plants on top.  Don’t let them sit in the water; this could produce rotting of the roots.  Of course, watering itself is problematic with the age old question, how often should I water?  Since your plants are not growing at the same rate as when they were outdoors, the amount of water will be less.  There are a million different answers to this question; my best advice, get to know your plant.  Droopy, curling under leaves means it needs water.  I water once a week and by the time the next week rolls around, the leaves are indeed drooping (just a little).  Don’t drown your plant, and don’t let it live in a desert, unless it is a cactus.  Cactus is an entirely different story.  Cactus can live on only a few drops of water during the winter months.  In fact, the smaller amount of water, the less leggy your cactus will become.

If a houseplant has grown pot-bound, you can move it into a larger pot but only one pot size larger, their roots will not be able to expand any more than that anyway because the need to rest.  You really don’t want to prune, unless you have to.  Do it judiciously since your poor plant has already had enough of a shock by being brought in from the outside, and are also reacting to the shorter days and the onset of winter.

To catch as much light as possible, move your plants to a south facing window.  Of course, if this isn’t possible, try taking your screens out since this will increase your available light by about 20% more.  Good for your plants, and good for you. 

Your houseplants are soon going into a quiet time, so after Thanksgiving you won’t want to fertilize anymore until late February or March.  But come that time, they will be itching to get outdoors in just a few short months to catch a few rays and to grow in the sunshine – just like us.

[bookmark: _GoBack]To add color and drama to your houseplant display, try a beautiful amaryllis (Hippeastrum) which we are seeing on the store shelves once again.  If you purchase a new amaryllis now, and plant it, you will have blooms right before Christmas.  Try starting a new bulb every two weeks and you’ll be treated to these spectacular flowers through the winter.  They come in many colors including shades of red, white, pink, salmon, and orange.  There are also striped and multicolored varieties.  Most of the bulbs sold in supermarkets and hardware stores come with a container and potting soil along with directions on how to plant.  Remember, with all bulbs, the larger the bulb the more flowers it will produce.  This bit of advice translates to; the cheaper the bulb, the smaller the flower it will produce.  You might have to go on the internet to purchase a really good-sized bulb.

Last word on the amaryllis; if you need a hostess gift for Thanksgiving, you could not give a better gift to a gardener, or for that matter a non-gardener since these flowers are easy to grow and are truly beautiful.

You might also like to try paper-whites or Narcissus as another bulb you can force, and they too take about a month.  Start now, and, again, pot up every two weeks in soil for continuous flowers during the winter.  You can also grow Narcissus in a shallow dish with pebbles and water.  The bulb itself must be out of the water with the roots in the water.  The bulbs should be only an inch apart in the dish.

Now is the time that the nurseries and the chain stores are selling off their bulbs at half price.  If you plant them immediately, you might get flowers in the spring.  Then again, you might not.   You can take a chance and put them in the soil, but how about forcing them?  If you buy cut flowers now and again, instead think of the lovely scent of hyacinths or beautiful tulips blooming in the dead of winter.  What a pick me up for those winter blahs.

From the leftover half-price bulbs, you can pick from hyacinths, tulips, or crocus.  Use a clay or plastic pot with good drainage, and use equal parts of soil, sphagnum moss, and perlite or vermiculite.  Regular potting soil holds too much moisture for bulbs, so it’s not a good idea to use it.  Fill the container three-quarters full of the plant mixture, plant the bulbs tightly together, and cover with the soil mixture.  Don’t fill the container to the top, leave a little of the bulb exposed, and water.  Now it is time to let your bulbs rest in the cold for at least twelve weeks, after which you bring the pots indoors.  Yes, you read that correctly, you must let your potted up bulbs sit in the cold outside.  After you bring them indoors, in three to four weeks your bulbs will flower.  So if you start now, expect those blooms as a Valentine present!  To be honest, I’ve done amaryllis and paper-whites and this year I am going to force hyacinths and tulips.  Let’s see if I get flowers – I sure hope so.

Until we meet again, keep your feet dry and your hands dirty.
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