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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Aside from flipping pizzas at age 14, David’s only other 
job has been working with indoor plants. He has  
authored over 100 published articles on the subject and 
his lectures and consulting work are highly regarded by 
professionals throughout the world. As a result of his 
leadership in the industry, he was voted by his peers 
into the Plant Institute of America  Hall of Fame. David 
currently co-owns FDS with his partner and company 
founder, John Hagood. As President and managing 
partner supporting 24 offices throughout the country, 
David still enjoys writing, consulting and speaking on 
the topic of Interiorscaping.  When not working,  
David spends time outdoors fishing  and hiking with 
his daughter, Virginia, and his wife, Lisa.   If he ever has 
enough of that (we are not saying he does) he  hunts 
alligators and enjoys building useful things in his fully 
equipped shop. Although he is considered to be quite 
a good cook, and spends too much time in the kitchen, 
he will never go back to flipping pizzas – he was not 
very good at that.
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|  Using Live Plants in Your Home or Work Place4

1  |  Interiorscaping

To answer that question, we have 
to go back in time. How far back? 
Researchers found that land plants 
arrived some 700 million or so years 
ago. 

Or if you want to get technical, land 
fungi, also a type of plant, have been 
around about 1,300 million years. 
Plants came along, and with them the 
first puff of breathable oxygen that 
some think gave rise to practically 
every critter thereafter. It’s the theory 
of evolution you probably learned in 
most schools quite early on. Plants 
through the process of photosynthesis 
take in carbon dioxide and breathe 
out oxygen. As an organism, how 
much more influential on a planet 

can you be? Modern man has only 
been around for about 200,000 years, 
not quite nipping at the heels of the 
plants on the seniority chart of living 
things. 

WHAT IS AN “INTERIORSCAPER”?
The practice of putting plants indoors 
both professionally and at home 
doesn’t have a name that we can all 
agree upon, yet the live foliage industry 
exceeds a billion dollars annually. 
The term “indoor landscaping” is 
often used but somehow the words 
“indoor” and “land” do not seem to 
add up. While not in any dictionary, 
and certainly not found on spell 
check, the term “interiorscaping” is 
what most professionals tend to use, 
so we will use it here.

WHERE DO PLANTS COME FROM?
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When asked what I do for a living, there doesn’t seem to be a one word answer 
like lawyer, plumber, accountant, etc. If I simply say “interiorscaper”, I have to 
follow that up with several paragraphs of explanation unless the person who 
is asking nods knowingly which confirms my suspicion that they have no idea 
what I am talking about. 

“You know those plants that you see in the malls, hotels and offices?” 
That gets an “ahahh!”

It is the rare 5-star hotel that does not use plants to help create a plush, 
inviting environment. Healthy, good looking plants are the iconic symbol of 
high-end design.   They can be found in offices, shopping centers, restaurants, 
airports, hospitals, the home, and practically every space where humans want 
to spruce things up.

THE BLACK THUMB MYTH
Many people who do not have plants at home agree that while they contribute 
a lot to design, they can’t keep them alive, or they have a ”black thumb”. 
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Plants die because the wrong plant was put in the wrong place. You don’t 
put fish in the bird cage and you don’t put birds in the fish bowl. Right?

People do not have black thumbs; they just get silly plant care instructions. 
You don’t feed the fish bird seed. Right?

FACTS:

I admit to being a highly trained 
professional, but I don’t use much of 
my skills to care for the plants in my 
house. I initially chose the right plants 
for the right places and I know what 
they will tolerate in terms of neglect. 
You might be surprised to hear that 
none of my plants get water more 
frequently than once per month but 
on no particular schedule. I do have 
them dusted and trimmed frequently.
I don’t have a wide assortment of 
high-design tropical plants that 
may be required for the commercial 
application, because the higher the 

design, the more care and knowledge 
they require. But what I have always 
looks great and fits the space! If a 
plant starts to look weak, we just toss 
it out and get another one. If that 
sounds cold-hearted to you, I promise 
if the dog is sick, she goes to the vet. 
Plants don’t have to last long and are 
inexpensive enough to replace from 
time to time. If a plant lasts for more 
than a year you will have done well, 
but many professionally-cared-for 
plants have been known to last for 
decades.

1
2



HOW DO I FIND 
GOOD PLANTS?

CHAPTER TWO
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HOW DO I FIND GOOD PLANTS?

FACTS

1 There are “mass market” plants and “interiorscape market” plants. 
Interiorscape market plants are of superior quality, grown under special 
conditions, and last longer. You can find interiorscape quality plants on the 
mass market but you have to know what you are looking for.

The associate at the big box store who helps you select your indoor plant 
may not know what they are talking about.2

3 The little tag in the pot that gives you plant care instructions is often 
confusing.
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Most (but not all) plants that are grown for indoors originated in the 
tropics. This is because the tropical environment most closely resembles 
our indoor environment. Generally, if you are comfortable, the plants are 
comfortable. Tropical locations do not freeze (that would kill the plants) 
and all are not the steamy, blistering hot jungles we tend to picture. In 
fact, plant nurseries often cool by ventilation during hot summer months 
because our plants don’t like extreme heat any more than you do. In nature, 
plants that stay relatively low in height are often over-shadowed by the 
upper-story canopy of tropical trees, so they are naturally adapted to lower 
light. It is this adaptation that makes them suitable for the interior. They are 
short, so they fit, and adapt to lower light, which is basically comparable to 
indoor light.

Plants grown for the landscape where temperatures freeze are not suited 
to indoors. Freezing is part of their life cycle and plays an important role in 
biological processes that would not happen without the dormant period of 
winter. Coniferous pines, firs, maples, dogwoods, fruit trees and berries of all 
kinds, to name a few, have all been planted indoors at one time or another. 
While the errant plant of this type may be clinging to life somewhere on 
the kitchen window sill, they are never robust or attractive.  Well, at least 
not attractive to anyone but the owner.

4
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WHERE ARE PLANTS GROWN?
Florida leads the United States in plant production by a wide margin, but many 
plants are commercially grown in California, Hawaii and Texas. These four 
states have milder climates and long growing seasons. While greenhouses 
can be found in virtually every state in the Union, the cost of heating and short 
growing seasons limit large scale production. Florida tropical plant nurseries 
are measured in acreage, not square feet.  The larger ones are big, way bigger 
than the mall where you shop. The visiting buyer travels up and down the 
aisles in a golf cart, a service not provided at Costco.

Nurseries are divided into houses and bays. Locations are environmentally 
managed in such a way as to provide the best conditions for the variety of 
plant grown. An area may contain thousands of a single variety. Imagine the 
sight of thousands of blooming orchids lined up like soldiers, the colors so 
brilliant it almost hurts the eye! 



HOW ARE PLANTS 
GROWN?

CHAPTER FOUR
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HOW ARE PLANTS GROWN?
A modern nursery utilizes potting 
machines, shade control panels, 
irrigation, misting systems and 
chemical injectors all controlled by 
computer. Many plants are clones 
produced from single cells or tissue 
culture. In spite of computers and 
the very best modern science has 
to offer, growing plants is part art 
form, part voodoo, and a whole lot 
of experience. I know of one grower 
who planted only on certain moon 
phases. Her plants were beautiful. 
Even so, PLANTS GROWN EQUALLY 
ARE NOT ALWAYS EQUAL. No grower 
intentionally grows an inferior plant, 

but growers do intentionally grow a 
superior plant.

The good interiorscaper seeks to buy 
the best plants, which are rarely the 
least expensive and are not generally 
produced for the mass market. Mass 
market growers have learned they 
can push the limit and grow plants 
faster under shade cloth that allows 
a higher percentage of sunlight 
penetration. Interiorscape plants are 
grown under darker shade, and while 
they may grow slower, the results are 
a plant better habituated  to typical 
indoor conditions. 
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I must hasten to add that many mass market producers grow plants using the 
same professional standards that are used for interiorscape plants, but not 
all. “Interiorscape quality” is a term used to describe plants that are grown by 
standards and conditions that produce a more durable plant. “Mass market 
quality” means something else. Mass market plants are often fed more to 
induce rapid growth at the expense of good biological balance.  Mass market 
plants are often smaller (under 3 feet in height), and must meet a price point 
to appeal to the shopper who may drop a tabletop plant into the cart along 
with his tubes of caulk, screws, a door lock set and, oh, yes, another flashlight. 

While most mass market plants are smaller in stature, the interiorscaper 
will provide big, corner-filling floor plants that contribute so much more to 
a design.  Note that the 20-foot-tall palm in the office building lobby was 
also installed by the interiorscaper. They will further balance the design with 
tabletop plants and/or blooming plants of all descriptions. In contrast to 
plants provided by the interiorscaper, I often see sick, spindly plants clinging 
to a miserable existence in a cheap, scuffed, old, outdated plastic pot, right 
next to fine furniture costing thousands of dollars. My image of tacky is often 
perfected if that same plant sits on a solid wood floor complete with mosaic 
inlays or better yet, an irreplaceable handmade Persian rug that is worth more 
than the average car.



CHOOSING AN 
INTERIOR SCAPE 

COMPANY

CHAPTER FIVE
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CHOOSING AN INTERIOR SCAPE COMPANY
Whether for your home or work place, the best option is to hire your local 
professional interiorscaper. They will help you chose the right plants for the 
right locations. They can match up a stylish planter that fits your decor, will 
not leak, and is equipped with base protection designed to protect virtually 
any surface.

You may be surprised at how affordable a full guaranty service program can 
cost. Often costing no more than your cable TV service, plants play a huge 
role in the work place; as study after study shows that plants make people feel 
happy resulting in higher productivity!

You will want to choose your interiorscaper to fit the job. One person, operating 
out of the back of a minivan, can be quite capable of providing care to a few 
plants. But who backs him up if he is sick or unavailable? Your interioscaper of 
choice should employ at least a minimum of trained individuals to provide for 
your service with backup. The commercial interiorscape can be demanding 
and requires up-to-the-minute attention, where waiting even a few days to 
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act can be catastrophic. Notice, too, 
that most 8-foot-tall plants can only 
be safely handled with enclosed 
trucks and no less than two people. 
Those employees should also be 
neatly uniformed, another trait of the 
professional interiorscaper.

You will do best with an interiorscaper 
with no less than five years in the 
business. When I say business, I 
mean having all legitimate business 
licenses including the appropriate 
pest control categories. You will want 
your interiorscaper to show proof of 
insurance. 

The principals of the interiorscape 
company should hold membership 
in local business associations such as 
Chambers of Commerce, and other 
organizations that show community 

involvement, commitment, and 
seriousness. Other factors that will 
help insure the quality of service 
provided by your local interiorscaper 
are the high standards they are duty 
bound to provide if they are part of a 
nationally-recognized franchise with 
multiple locations.

Perhaps the single most important 
factor to consider when choosing your 
interiorscaper is current references. I 
say again, CURRENT. When you chose 
your interiorscaper, you are choosing 
a company who will be visiting you 
weekly, often for years to come. Plants 
are intolerant of the cheater, unskilled, 
or the slacker; and they will tell you 
loud and clear if they are not doing 
well. Unlike a product coming off the 
assembly line which is either right or 
wrong, the interiorscaper has to make 
the right decision every single week.


