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The Hardest Plants to Kill: 

by Permaculture Rock-Star, 
Jessica Robertson

Indoor Planting 
with NO Green 

Thumb

Houseplants are beneficial in many ways. They don’t just exude oxygen and take up the carbon dioxide we breathe out, many of them 
are actually great chemical filters as well – pulling toxins out of the air. Sadly, these chemicals leach out of our carpets, upholstery, 
and paints unless you make a very conscious decision to fill your home with products that don’t contain them. Houseplants also 
soften a room, add colour and life to our long northern winters, and can even be edible or medicinal. 

But what if you don’t have a single green digit on your entire body?! What can you hope to grow? The following plants are all quite easy to care 
for and will not have their feelings hurt by neglect. In fact, too much attention and water may prove deadly (my father was an overwaterer…).

Easy-Peasy Indoor Plants:
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Wood Sorrel or False Shamrock   (Oxalis triangularis)
The green variety of this plant is often found as a common weed in backyards across Canada, but a purple 
variety is brought into the home as a colourful houseplant. I often add a few sprigs of the weedy version to 
my salad - you could do the same with the purple variety. It has a refreshing lemony burst of flavour. If you 
happen to neglect it to the point where it dies back to its roots, don’t worry – the bulbs hold a lot of water 
and energy and, in fact, it even likes a dormant rest period every year. So wait a couple of weeks before you 
start watering it again and it will likely just bounce right back. Another cool thing about false shamrock is 
that the leaves open in the light and close up in the dark (this is called photonasty if you want to impress your 
friends or kids). •

Pothos (Scindapsus spp)
This classic trailing plant can grow in a variety of light conditions and seems to grow long tendrils 

of leaves regardless of whether you water it or not. Some friends in my university years had one 
that trailed back and forth across the ceiling on little hooks to make you feel like you were in 

the jungle. I have even seen it wrapped up the banister of a stairwell. If a tendril gets too long, 
cut it off and pot it to make a new pothos plant for a friend. Pothos is an air purifier. It removes 

formaldehyde from your home. 

Rubber Plant (Ficus elastica)
You’ve probably seen this one before. It has nice big glossy 
dark green leaves (some varieties have red or other accents 
of colour) and grows into a small tree if you keep putting it 
in larger pots. It likes bright light but not direct sun and can 
happily tolerate an intermittent watering schedule. 

Mother-in-Law’s Tongue 
(Sansevieria spp)

This cool plant looks almost like someone took a long stiff 
tropical leaf and stuck it half way into the soil. Unlike the first 

two plants with their trailing forms, this one is distinctly erect. 
It prefers good access to light but only requires infrequent 

watering. Let the soil dry out half to three quarters of the way 
down the pot between waterings. Mother-in-Law’s Tongue 

also filters formaldehyde from the air. 

Spider Plant (Chlorophytum comosum)
This classic 1950s houseplant is still going strong. Maybe because it too can so 
easily be propagated and passed along to your friends. Little baby spider plants 
start drooping off of it and simply need to be snipped off and re-potted. Spider 
plant is an air cleanser as well. It sucks benzene, formaldehyde, carbon monoxide 
and xylene out of the air. Hopefully your grandmother still has a macramé hanging 
pot holder somewhere you can use to cradle your retro-chic spider plant. 
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