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ASk HEdy! On a regular basis, Hedy Ciocci, B.S.N., Administrator of the Selfhelp
Home will answer some of the many questions we have around aging. Hedy specializes in
dementia care, has extensive experience working with families and elderly patients, and is a

registered nurse. She is a frequent lecturer on issues of aging.

Recently, Hedy interviewed Wes Gilbert, who grows award-winning indoor and outdoor
gardens. His home in Roscoe Village is a regular stop on the annual Neighborhood Garden
walk, and he sports many ribbons for his imaginative garden design. Gilbert’s specialty is
growing plants in small spaces and he provided advice for seniors who want to add a little

“green” indoors.

Successful Gardening in Small Spaces

Q: Gardening during spring
and summer is one of our
most popular activities at the
SelfHelp Home. Most of our
resident gardeners do their
gardening on our rooftop
during this time. Can they also
be successful growing plants in
their own apartments during
the winter?

A: Absolutely, maybe even
more so than in an outside gar-
den. It’s a real challenge to grow
any kind of plant indoors as you
have to take into consideration
humidity, how much light you
have coming through your win-
dows, and the real challenge
(which can be easily overcome)
is giving indoor plants the right
amount of water. Indoor plants
require a more delicate balance
of these elements in order to sur-
vive.

Q: What are some flowering
plants that will do well during
the winter when grown in pots
in apartments?

A: The best way to find out
about the best flowering plants
and any plants grown in pots
indoors is to get information
from your nearest garden center
that has a greenhouse for indoor
plants. I also suggest two books
that will tell you what lighting,
water, and humidity is needed
for indoor plants: House Plants
published by Simon and Schuster
and The House Plant Expert by
Dr. D.G. Hessayon.

Q: And specifically, what types
of plants do well even when
there is a limited amount of
light?

A: Palms, ferns, and ivy’s usu-
ally do very well even when there
isn’t a lot of light available for
long periods of time. To find out
specifically which plants will
thrive in a low amount of light,
check with your expert at the
local garden center or reference
the two above mentioned books.
The assortment is endless.

Q: Which plants would work
well in small pots for the person
who cannot do much lifting?

A: T would suggest plants like
violets, ivy, ferns, palms, and
cactus. Remember, you can buy
most plants in very small pots
whether they need low light or a
lot of light and if they are doing
well, you will need to eventually
repot them to a bigger pot. One
way to keep their size manage-
able is prune them to keep them
in the size pot that you want.

Q: What special instructions do
you have for the more ambitious
winter gardener who is going
to continue to grow things in
her or his apartment?

A: In the fall/winter, you do
not fertilize plants as the days are
short and most plants are in a dor-
mant state and only need water.
In the spring and summer sea-
son, you have to check on what
kind of plant food your plants
need as they start to grow again
as the days get longer. Fertilizer
becomes an important element
during the growing season.

Q: What would you say to
someone who doubts that they
could be successful in making
things grow during the winter
in their apartment?

A: Even if you consider your-
self to not have a green thumb,
anyone can grow plants indoors
in the winter. It’s just a matter
of the right light, humidity and
water.

Q: Generally, based on your
experience, what are some of
the tricks to succeeding as an
indoor, winter gardener?

A: The real secret is to have
the right plant in the right win-
dow with the right light. A south-
ern window exposure has the
most sun. A west facing window
has sun only in the late after-
noon. East exposure has sun in
the morning till the afternoon.
And the lowest light is a northern
exposure which has no direct sun.
This is a good guide to stick with
and most house plants will have
a tag on them telling you how
much sun they need.

One way to increase lighting is
to purchase plant lights from your
local garden or hardware store.
You can turn this plant light on
in the morning and turn it off at
night when you go to sleep. In the
winter time, this really helps all
the plants. Next would be humid-
ity, and to compensate for that,
you need to buy a small water
sprayer and mist the plants two or
three times a day very lightly so
they have moisture. Or if you can,
purchase a small humidifier for
your apartment which will keep
more humidity in the air, which is
very important for the plants.
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Now here’s one of my secrets
that really takes care of over or
under watering a plant. A plant
that requires low light does not
need as much water as a plant
that needs a lot more light. All
you need is a turkey baster - how
about that? Any plant that you
buy should be planted or re-plant-
ed into a clay pot. Clay pots let air
and moisture pass through them.
This is good for the root system.
All your pots should have a hole
on the bottom for excess water to
come out. Therefore, you need to
buy plastic saucers to put the pots
on to capture the excess water.
The worst thing any plant can
do is sit in water as the roots will
get rotten, especially in the win-
ter. So after you water the plant
slowly, you watch the bottom and
if you see water coming out into
the tray you stop. Let the plant sit
for a while until water stops com-
ing out. Whatever water is left
in the saucer, take your turkey
baster and suck out the water and
squeeze it back into your water-
ing can until the tray is as dry as
you can get it. Now, the plant has
been watered and ready to go in
a dry saucer. Over-watering of
plants is the number one reason
for them to turn yellow and die.

The number of times you water
per week will depend on the
plant. The old rule of thumb is
if you can push your finger into
the dirt two inches down into the
dirt and it’s dry, you are ready to
water again.

Indoor gardening is really very
simple and certainly enjoyable
when you see the results of all
your hard work!



