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                   GARDENING WITH

                MASTER GARDENERS,
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CARE OF POTTED TROPICALS

By Marsha Hendrix, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


While the Coastal Bend is blessed with nearly year-round gardening weather, winter rain and chilly temperatures provide the perfect opportunity to spend some time caring for potted tropical plants.


The Aggie Horticulture web site has a link to answer some of the most common questions regarding caring for plants in the home: 

http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/plantanswers/housepl/houseplt21.html

Here are some of my favorite Q & A’s:

Q: What houseplants help 'clean the air'?
A: Any plant will help clean the air. Plants with large leaves such as fiddle leaf fig, philodendrons and dumb cane (dieffenbachia) are a few examples. The bigger the leaves the more cleaning effect they have.

Q: Can you prune indoor ficus tree?
A: Yes. They can be pruned rather severely. Prune as you would a normal tree. Thin out branches; do not top the tree!

Q: Why are dracaenas (corn plant and marginata) dropping leaves?
A: Over-watering is a possibility. Check the root system. These plants need a lot of humidity, and they should be kept away from a heat source. They also require moderately bright light. Leaves drop from the bottom of old plants making them leggy. You can air-layer and start a new plant. They also require more fertilizer than most houseplants. The new leaves will rob fertilizer from the older leaves so the older leaves turn yellow, then brown, and drop off.

Q: How do you remove deposits of salts from clay pots?
A: Soak in a solution of one part bleach to nine parts water. This will not completely remove the salts from the clay pot. If the pots are in bad condition from salt build-up, it would be best to start with new pots. The pots could also be buried in soil over the winter, and the salt will leach out from natural rain.

Q: What causes tips of plants to curl?
A: Many things. Aphids and other sucking insects, such as mites and scale, can sometime cause curling. Low humidity, low light, too hot a temperature and over and under-watering can cause curling.

Q: What is causing ficus tree to lose leaves. 

A: Ficus are very picky plants when it comes to losing leaves. People joke that if you look at them wrong, they will drop leaves. Possible causes may be moving the plant around; needing to be repotted; drafts going across the plant; and changes in temperature. Ficus are known to drop leaves in the spring and fall because of the change in the location of the sun. Also over or under-watering can cause leaf drop.

Q: I recently brought home a bromeliad that's in bloom. How do I care for this plant (water, light, fertilizer)?
A: Bromeliads are good house plants if put in an area with high relative humidity (some folks put them in the bathtub).  Filtered light (through a tree canopy or curtain) rather than direct light is best to avoid foliage damage or sun burn. Fertilize once every two or three weeks by spraying with a water soluble fertilizer. Remember, bromeliads are saprophytes and take most of their nutrition through the leaves -- roots are largely for anchorage.

Q: I recently found a 2' high ponytail palm in very poor condition (lack of water). What is the proper way to care for this plant? 

A: The ponytail palm, not a true palm, requires relatively little sun and often grows surprisingly well in the living room, where the atmosphere is usually too hot and dry for most plants. For success with ponytail palms in the house a few basic requirements should be remembered. Chief among them is never to allow the plant to be chilled by a sudden cold draft from an open door or window; this will cause the leaves to turn brown and eventually drop. Also, water thoroughly whenever necessary, but never allow stagnant water to stand in the pot or in the saucer beneath it. It is best to water from below, by setting the pot in a basin of water, and leaving it there until the surface soil is damp. This treatment done once a week is far better than a daily sprinkling of the soil. To keep the leaves free from dust and soot, sponge them frequently with clear water; and regular syringing with a fine spray and considerable pressure will normally keep insects such as scale, thrips, red spider, etc., under control.

Repotting should be done only when absolutely necessary and preferably in spring or early summer. When shifting, do not move to too large a pot. A single size larger pot than the former container is about right as ponytail palms do best when their roots are confined. The majority of ponytail palms succeed best in a night temperature of 60 degrees F. and a day temperature of 70-80 degrees F. This is usually not possible indoors. Periodic fertilization with a water soluble fertilizer is recommended or use a slow-release fertilizer in the container.

Q: When can houseplants be moved outside?
A: It is best to wait at least until the last average frost free date which is February 15th here. 

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service – Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service – Aransas County Office. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

