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Tips for Aspiring Gardeners Anyone?
Flor Gozon Tarriela

At one time or the other, have you ever felt somewhat inadequate when it comes to caring for your plants
and garden?

I am no green thumb! Someone gives me a beautiful plant and before I know it, it is dead.
If only I can keep my garden as well maintained as my neighbor's! Her orchids are always
in bloom! How does he remember all the plant names?

When asked for tips for aspiring gardeners, Ma. Luisa Peres Rubio, Makati Garden Club President and
Noni Dolera, past President of the Fern Society and a "walking encyclopedia" on plants both first asked:
"Do you like plants enough to dirty your hands?" If yes, go ahead and plant. Oding Reyes, then President
of the Fern Nature Society, recommends to start with the easy to care and not so expensive plants.

Now how do you take care of plants? What do they need? Major plant requirements are the potting medium
with proper fertilization, sun and water. But what is a good potting medium? Garden soil, ipa, sand, coco
coir dust with compost, etc. In what proportion? What type of fertilizer and quantity? Where is the best
place for plants? Full sun? Morning sun? Partly shaded? How much water and how often?

Now, where and how do we get the answers to these questions?

ASK! ASK! Who to ask? Well-known gardeners, plant vendors and plant enthusiasts. My experience has
taught me that all you need to do is ask because they are more than willing to share. Once when I asked
the seller of the staghorn (that I just bought) for its care, it was another shopper, Carmen Florento, then
Fern Society VP, who overheard me and responded to my question. That's also how we became friends.

What is the best potting medium? Garden soil will do for most plants. It is good to combine it with old
burnt ipa as they are light and do not harden easily, recommends Rey Santos, ornamental plants specialist.
Coco coir dust is also good to maintain moisture while river sand is excellent to avoid water logging. The
right proportion? Experiment. Trial and error.

On Fertilizing

The simplest is the slow release fertilizer or the complete fertilizer, known as 14-14-14. The quantity of
application depends on the size of the plant. Water plants immediately after fertilizing. Don't over fertilize.
What about compost? Odette Alcantara of Mother Earth says, give back to mother earth all that came from
it. What does she mean? Bury your biodegradable wastes in your garden or in a pot with soil. Ging
endorses composts specifically from peelings of fruits and vegetables. Banana peelings are especially
good for ferns, pakpak lawin, and staghorns. Used tea bags are also good for ferns. Belen Ocampo of
Anihan Farms swears on her homemade fish emulsion fertilizer. Her formula? Ask your "suki" fish vendor
for the "laman loob" and "bituka" and fill up 1/3 of a bottle. Add 1/3 water, leave 1/3 empty space. Cover
top with plastic to avoid smell. Open for 10 minutes every 2 weeks to emit the gas. After a month, spray
to plants: 1 tbsp. for every gallon of water.

What about Watering?

The key is don't over-water. Generally, watering once a day is okay. During summer, water twice or even
3x depending on how humid it is. On rainy days and for indoor plants, no need to water daily. Water only
when medium is dry. Ging delos Reyes of Flower Farm doesn't rely on looks alone but even pokes her
finger inside the pot to check the dryness. Ma. Luisa's advice, "give plants good soaking but no plant
(except for water plants) wants to be soaked all the time.” Want to conserve water and have healthy plants?
Water with "hugas bigas." My late auntie, Entang Laurea placed dried horse and chicken manure in a sack
in her pool and used the "tea" water for her plant. For my ferns and house plants, I let the tap water stay
overnight in a pail 4 before use for watering to reduce the chlorine content.
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TENDER LOVING CARE

TLC means observing and watching. It means tending of plants and dirtying your hands. How is the plant
doing? Leaves healthy or drooping, turning yellow? Is the soil hardened? Need conditioning and tilling?
After long rains, Ging suggests spraying the plants with soap (Perla or Tide) and water to avoid fungus.
Plants don't die overnight so by regular tending, we can do corrective actions if something is wrong.

READ

Read the newspapers, magazines, and books on plants, gardening and landscaping. I read Zac Sarian's
column in the Manila Bulletin every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday to find out the latest trends and
schedule for garden shows and plant exhibits. Listen and watch radio and TV programs on plants and

gardens.

VISIT GARDENS AND GARDEN SHOWS

You'll get a lot of information and ideas from visiting gardens and garden shows. Also, usually there are
a number of good lectures for free on plant care and gardening during the garden shows. Watch out for
them.

JOIN GARDEN SOCIETIES

The Fern and Nature Society, the Makati Garden Club, the Philippine Horticulture Society, the Philippine
Orchid Society etc. I always learn a lot from members, gardeners and their lecturers during meetings. I
enjoy and learn a lot from visiting gardens and preparing for garden shows and exhibits.

Just like life, plants should have the right foundation and the right combination of good medium, sunlight
and water. Just like life, moderation is the key. Don't over-water and don't over-fertilize. Give tender
loving care. They say that gardeners are forever young, always looking forward to a new leaf, flower, or
fruit; always anticipating life and growth. So, let's plant, learn and share. Gardening after all is a
continuing learning process and we are all aspiring gardeners.
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