
By Adrian Higgins
Washington Post Staff Writer

W
e call our green indoor friends houseplants, but as Mitch Baker,
horticulturist at the American Plant Food nursery in Bethesda, points
out, no plant volunteered for the role. They’d much rather be back in
the subtropical rain forest, luxuriating in the dappled shade and
paddling in the afternoon showers.

Mine currently huddle in the corner of the dining room, as if
waiting for a bus that never arrives. Here, in the brightest part of the
house, the schefflera, citrus, orchids, clivia and philodendron sit out

the winter — yellowing, wilting, attracting mites and generally longing to be with the plants
on the other side of the windows. If we can get to April still standing, we consider it a
triumph. The lemon tree may have dropped half its foliage by then, but it refoliates with
abandon once back outdoors on the patio.

As many other houseplant minders know, the key to survival is not so much the moisture in
the soil, though that’s important, as the moisture in the air. With sufficient humidity, most
houseplants achieve a measure of health; without it, they grow sullen.

Keeping the relative humidity at an optimum 50 to 60 percent, however, can be difficult.
A home with forced-air heating may have an automatic humidifier integrated into the

ductwork. It is typically fed by a water line, which tops up the reservoir as needed, and
moistens the hot air from the furnace or heat pump. But homes without this device soon find
themselves parched: The already low humidity of the dry winter air is pushed down by the
heated air in a home, especially if the occupants like it toasty. The humidity level drops to 20
percent or lower, desert-like. Static electricity bites our fingers. The long-haired cat becomes
a fright wig with legs.

One impulse is to take a spray bottle and mist the plants and the
air around them. In a greenhouse with continual spraying,
misting keeps humidity levels high. But the odd squirt from
a mister is not going to do much except promote carpal
tunnel syndrome. “For most people,” said Baker, “it’s
something that would occur so infrequently as to add
little benefit.”

Water trays are an effective method of raising the humidity.
Set underneath plant pots, they allow the water to evaporate in the air around
the foliage. You can fill the trays with gravel, which increases evaporation and,
most critically, raises the pots above the level of the water. If you set the pots
directly in the trays, the water wicks into the soil, keeps it wet and rots the
plant roots.

You can also buy humidity trays that have a plastic grid insert that keeps the
pot dry, available from garden supply catalogues or garden centers. American
Plant Food sells three versions, including one that is 10 inches by 26 inches and
11⁄2 inches deep, priced at $22.99.

These are favored particularly by fanciers of bonsai, African violets and
orchids. When you have large plants in big pots, as I do, the trays become less
practical. Baker said I could simply fill the existing pot saucers with gravel and top
them up with water.

Fortunately, we also have portable room humidifiers. Years ago, I had one that
worked up some steam and sent visible vapor into the air. You could see the plants
clearing their nasal passages. Most satisfying. I went in search of a modern version a
couple of winters ago and found something called a cool-mist humidifier. This has two

Until Spring, What Houseplants Need Is Humidity 
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Moth orchids and
other houseplants
like it steamy. 

See HOUSEPLANTS, Page 5
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Americans are finally flushing away old attitudes about
toilets.

Consumers who have already embraced eco-friend-
ly living in kitchens, gardens and cars are targeting

the bathroom, the largest drain on indoor water. According to
the Environmental Protection Agency, the average family of
four uses 280 gallons of water a day indoors, and toilets ac-
count for about 27 percent of that. So in sustainable circles,
the question of the moment is “How low is your gpf?” —
which, for the uninitiated, stands for gallons per flush.

Toilets made before 1994 were real water guzzlers, using
from 3.5 to 7 gallons per flush. In 1994, federal law mandated
that new toilets had to conform to a new standard of 1.6 gpf.
The quest for improvement has led to other innovations, in-
cluding dual-flush technology, which uses as little as 0.8 gal-
lons to dispose of liquid waste and 1.6 gallons for solid waste.

Long used in Europe, Japan and Australia, and a favorite of
the American green building community, dual-flush models
are now being widely specified for newly constructed condos,
beach house developments and colleges, and are being used in

Putting the Lid
On Water Waste
New Toilets Are Going Green 
In Lieu of Gallon Guzzling

See TOILETS, Page 4

GETTY IMAGES

By Barbara Damrosch
Special to The Washington Post

My sister proudly served a dish on Christmas day
that she called “Al Gore Quiche.” That it con-
tained leeks, broccoli, spinach and flat parsley
was not remarkable, but the fact that all of these

ingredients came fresh from her Vermont garden was a
Christmas miracle. In a normal year her plot would be frozen
ground, covered with snow. “I’m also harvesting carrots,
kale, beets and Brussels sprouts,” she crowed.

Several weeks later nothing had changed. We compared

A COOK’S GARDEN

A Little Guilt With
The Winter Beets

See CLIMATE, Page 5

By Annie Groer
Washington Post Staff Writer

A lexandria pediatrician An-
nalise D’Andrade has sold
some big-ticket items on
eBay, including her motor-

cycle and her husband’s golf clubs. 
But faced with the hassle of off-

loading less expensive objects on the
global Internet auction site — which
she would have to photograph, de-
scribe, list, pack and ship — she
turned to a middleman.

“The little stuff, random bizarre
gifts from my mother-in-law that I
don’t like” and wedding china unused
for a decade, all went to ezAuction-
ing in Alexandria, one of several doz-
en area consignment stores that help
the time-starved or cyber-wary turn
household clutter into cash. (They
also liquidate commercial inventory:
a boutique’s last-season designer
clothes, a bankrupt firm’s office furniture.)

In the past year, D’Andrade has made about
$1,500 selling assorted unwanted items — a Wa-
terford crystal bowl, a sewing machine, a bicycle
— using ezAuctioning (www.ezauctioning.
com), located in an unprepossessing Old Town

rowhouse. “Only a handful of things haven’t
sold,” she said. 

Alonzo Roberts, a Temple Hills child-care con-
sultant, had no idea such businesses existed until
he passed eSpot (www.espotstore.com), a
similar consignment operation in Georgetown,

on his way to a movie. Having re-
cently upgraded his cellphone, he
wanted to sell a year-old Nokia
N93 camera phone, which retails
for about $700 new. 

“No other [electronics] stores
wanted it, and people on the
street only wanted to pay $250,”
Roberts said. But when eSpot list-
ed it for him on eBay, it fetched
$550; after the store’s cut, Rob-
erts pocketed $385. “I can’t com-
plain,” he said.

These two stores and others
like them are not owned by eBay,
but by people who tout their skills
in marketing a dizzying array of
goods, from sterling silver trays to
old car radiators.

Ebay was the pioneer but is not
the only Internet auction site. Am-
azon.com and Yahoo have moved
into the market of selling things to
the highest bidder. But eBay re-

mains far and away the dominant player, with
212 million registered users worldwide.

For their customers, Internet consignment
shops do all the tedious work. Shooting pictures

EBay Made Easier
Drop-Off Services Do the Cyber-Lifting for Auctioning Items Online

BY DAYNA SMITH FOR THE WASHINGTON POST

Geremy Gersh, left, of ezAuctioning in Alexandria, helped regular client Ken
Lopez, right, and his wife, Kira Elvey Lopez, sell a Nikon camera.

See AUCTIONS, Page 4

Who are these guys, and where are they taking that
chair? That’s Mitchell Gold on the right, co-founder
of the trend-setting Mitchell Gold + Bob Williams

furniture company, which made slipcovered sofas and leather club chairs a
design staple. At left is Ryan Obermiller, who will be manager of the first
Gold + Williams store in this area, opening in April in the District.
Page 3

BY RICKY CARIOTI — THE WASHINGTON POST

INSIDE

Waiting Out Winter

HOME 01-18-07 PG EE H4 CMYK

H4CMYK

H4CMYK

H4 Thursday, January 18, 2007 The Washington Postx

QWhy use a drop-off shop?

AConvenience. Staffers do all the
work, from taking pictures to

shipping items. Fees and commis-
sions can eat up as much as 50 per-
cent of the sale price, but that’s also
about what local for-profit consign-
ment shops take. With Internet
sales, you’ll reach a much wider au-
dience. 
How do I find a drop-off store?

Go to www.eBay.com, find “sell,”
scroll down to the bottom of the
page to “trading assistant.” Type in
your Zip code and, when the list ap-
pears, check “staffed drop-off.” 
How do I choose a store?

All eBay sellers cite their total
transactions and must list their
“feedback” percentage. A store with
a 98 percent approval rating and
several thousand sales, for example,
should be reliable; read all feedback
postings to gauge buyer and seller
satisfaction. Ask if the shop is in-
sured, how long it takes to get paid,
if it offers pickup service or if it sets
a minimum price per item, which
can be as high as $100.
What are my costs?

Check individual store Web sites.
All take a percentage of the sale
price: a flat rate, maybe 25 or 30 per-
cent, or a sliding scale, with higher
fees for less expensive items. Some
tack on a listing or handling fee for
each item. Add to that eBay fees for
listings and final sales.
Who pays for shipping?

The buyer, though some stores
may tack on a shipping and han-
dling fee to cover materials.
How do I know what my item is
worth?

You can monitor eBay auctions of
similar items; the drop-off shops
usually have access to sales prices
over a longer period, so they have a
good idea what things bring. Some
shop owners consult jewelers and
antiques experts for guidance.
Will shops take anything?

No. Some won’t take furniture,
books, no-name art, designer knock-
offs, firearms or pornography. 
What about photos and item de-
scriptions?

That’s what you’re paying the
shop to do. Staffers will take digital
pictures and write the text, stating
the item’s age, condition and de-
fects. They use such key words as
“Victorian” or “Williams-Sonoma”
to draw buyers searching by style or
store.

Annie Groer

Setting Sale

SAFE KEEPING

BYJULIA EWAN — THE
WASHINGTON POST

When wearing
pearls, a good rule
of thumb is “last

on, first off.” 

home remodeling projects. Costs range from $200
to $500 for most models. 

The dual-flush, dubbed “the eco-throne” by Pop-
ular Science magazine, is experiencing a sales boom
in this country. A spokesman for Australian manu-
facturer Caroma, which has sold the dual-flush for
more than 25 years, says U.S. sales doubled in the
past year. Some water-challenged municipalities are
offering residents discounts on dual-flush toilets, or
even free ones (see sidebar ).

“Anything to save water,” says Florence Fasanelli,
who installed a $395 Toto dual-flush model in her
bungalow in American University Park. She keeps
her thermostat low in the winter, uses a tankless wa-
ter heater and drives a Prius. “We all have to do our
part.”

The EPA is stepping up efforts to publicize the
benefits of conserving water. “We believe water effi-
ciency is the blue wave of the future,” says Benjamin
H. Grumbles, the EPA’s assistant administrator for
water. Last year the agency introduced Water
Sense, a labeling program similar to the Energy Star
rating for appliances, to alert consumers to water-
efficient products. 

Next week the EPA is scheduled to release a vol-
untary 1.28-gpf-or-less specification for high-effi-
ciency toilets, down from the 1.6
mandated in 1994. Consumers
can choose a more water-effi-
cient fixture for even greater sav-
ings on their water bills. Manu-
facturers that meet the 1.28-gpf
standard will be eligible to dis-
play the Water Sense logo. 

Low-flush toilets haven’t al-
ways had great reviews. When
the new federal mandate on toi-
lets took effect in 1994, the first
generation of weak 1.6-gallon
models prompted waves of con-
sumer complaints: One flush was
not doing the job, and multiple
flushes were negating water sav-
ings. There were stories of peo-
ple hoarding 3.5-gpf models and
of an underground market in old-
er toilets. It took a few years for
manufacturers to fix the prob-
lems. Although consumers were
not required by law to rip out
their old toilets, newly installed
units had to meet the 1.6-gpf
guideline. An EPA study in 2003
estimated that 45 percent of
America’s 222 million toilets still
did not meet the standard. 

Last year the EPA awarded its
first Water Efficiency Leaders (WEL) awards to
spotlight water-efficient products and practices. To-
to USA, a pioneer in the development of the 1.6-gpf
toilet, was one of six WEL winners. (Another win-
ner was the New York State Funeral Directors Asso-
ciation, which reduced the volume of water used in
an embalming from 120 gallons to an astonishing 5
gallons.) 

Dual-flush toilets are going upscale. Last year To-
to introduced the dual-flush Aquia, a stylish two-

piece “skirted” design (smooth porcelain from rim
to floor) available in six colors, including black and
biscuit. According to company spokeswoman Len-
ora Campos, a family of four using the dual-control
model could save 7,000 gallons of water a year be-

yond what is already saved by the
standard 1.6.

Dual-flush models once were
available mainly through plumb-
ing wholesalers and kitchen and
bath showrooms. But that is
changing. Home Depot says it
carries several models in its
stores, and Lowe’s carries two
available by special order.

A few weeks ago Cristina Cen-
ciarelli called her children —
ages 12, 10 and 7 — into the re-
modeled powder room of their
1920s Baltimore home for up-
dated toilet training on how to
use the two-button control. But
only the 7-year-old needed the
lesson.

“My kids are already familiar
with dual-flush, because we visit
my family in Italy every sum-
mer,” says Cenciarelli, who
comes from Rome, where two-
button toilets are the norm.
“They know that when they go
for Number One, they flush the
Number One button, which is
smaller in size. And for more,
they flush the other one.”

The ladies’ rooms at the EPA
offices in the new green Potomac Yard office com-
plex in Arlington are equipped with 84 Caroma dual-
flush toilets. There is still a learning curve for some
of these products. “I was on the tour with four wom-
en, so we went into an unoccupied women’s room,”
says Dale Kemery, a spokesman for the agency. “The
tour guide was proud to open the stall door and
point to the two buttons on top of the toilet. Then
one of the women on the tour said, ‘How are you go-
ing to flush that with your feet?’ ”

Models to Flush With Pride
TOILETS, From Page 1

BY JARAMAY AREF

Toto’s Aquia dual-flush toilet.

Jewelry Needs Care,
But Don’t Overdo It

By Louisa Jaggar
Special to The Washington Post

Were you or anyone you know lucky enough to
be given jewelry this holiday season? While
the glow is still bright, consider how to care
for fine pieces, so they remain as lovely as

they are now.
Even people who take out insurance or invest in safes

to protect their fine jewelry often ignore the basics of
routine care. And in this area, homespun advice about
caring for gems and precious metals can do much more
harm than good.
Pearls

Pearls that are worn often should be restrung and
cleaned about every four years by a reputable jeweler.
(If you wear them frequently, check every few months
to see if any of the pearls slide between the knots. If so,
they are ready to be restrung.) Other than gently wip-
ing them with a soft cloth after a night out, do not clean
them yourself. The soft lustrous surface can be dulled or
even dissolve if the pearls are placed in the wrong type
of cleaner for an extended time.

Also, never place them in an ultrasonic cleaner — ei-
ther a home model or at a jeweler’s. These cleaners use
sound waves that drive out the dirt that may be at-
tached to the stone. The sonic waves can discolor the
surface of the pearls or even shatter them. The cost for
cleaning and restringing is about three dollars an inch
— far cheaper than replacing these natural beauties.

A lot of adages exist about pearls: Never take them
off. Always wear them next to your skin. Wear them
when you swim in the ocean.

Not one of these is good advice. Pearls react badly to
chemicals, including body oils, sweat, perfume and deo-
dorants. And although some pearls originate in the
ocean, they do not do well in salt water.

Charles M.P. Hyland, at Boone & Sons jewelers in
Chevy Chase, recommends “last on, first off” when
wearing pearls: Put your pearls on after your deodorant,
makeup and perfume. Take them off before you undress,
and gently wipe them with a lint-free cloth.
Crystalline Stones

These include diamonds, rubies, sapphires and most
colored stones you can see through. Take these to a rep-
utable jeweler every couple of years to clean and to
check that none of the stones is loose, the clasp is still
strong, and the stone has developed no fractures. 

If your stone is not fractured or in any danger of
breakage, home or professional ultrasonic cleaners
work well, the one exception being emeralds. Emeralds
are typically flawed, and many have been dyed right at
the mines. Therefore, they should never be put in an ul-
trasonic cleaner, which can deepen their small internal
fractures and leach out the dye. 

One bit of misinformation suggests soaking emeralds
and opals (a soft stone) in baby oil or glycerin to fill in
the fractures and keep cracks from being visible. This
practice does no good for the stones, and attracts dirt
that can damage the surface.

If you use jewelry
cleaner, Hyland recom-
mends Connoisseurs or Ha-
gerty’s, which he says clean without damaging the jew-
elry. He warns consumers away from products
advertised on TV, as you have no way of knowing
whether the product is any good. 

Soaking jewelry in a solution of water and vinegar or
ammonia is another home remedy that is not recom-
mended. 
Soft Stones

Amber, jade, lapis, turquoise, opals and coral are soft
stones. Many, such as turquoise and lapis, are enhanced
with dyes. These should not be cleaned in an ultrasonic
cleaner because it is harsh on the stone. Also, avoid
harsh chemicals as these stones are porous and will ab-
sorb the material, often causing lasting damage. These
gemstones should be cleaned with a delicate cleaner de-
signed specifically for them. You can wipe with a moist
lint-free cloth between cleanings.

Never leave these gems in direct sun, as light can
cause them to fade, or in very hot and dry environ-
ments, which can cause cracking. Do not soak in oil as
these stones absorb the oil, and the oil discolors the
stone and attracts dirt. These soft stones are easily
chipped or scratched, so be sure to take them off before
exercising, gardening or cleaning the house.
Storage

The first rule here is to make sure pieces of fine jew-
elry do not damage each other. Hard gemstones can
scratch softer stones, as well as silver and gold. Silver
oxidizes, and the chemicals it leaves behind are espe-
cially harmful for soft stones such as turquoise. With
pieces that combine silver and soft stones, use a polish-
ing cloth to keep the tarnishing process to a minimum.

Jewelry cleaners that work on silver can be damaging
to soft stones. These items are best cleaned by a profes-
sional jeweler.

Very delicate and valuable pieces should be kept in
separate lined boxes. Soft stones should be kept in sep-
arate pouches, inside a jewelry box for added protec-
tion. Never store jewelry in cling wrap or zippered plas-
tic bags because these plastics can give off a harmful gas
that is bad for your treasures. 

Questions about caring for your stuff? Home
remedies you wonder about? E-mail Louisa at
louisajaggar@aol.com.

of items from multiple angles, writing de-
scriptions incorporating frequently searched
key words and pointing out defects, deciding
whether a 24-hour, one-week or 10-day list-
ing will bring top dollar. They answer e-mail
queries from bidders, collect payments and
send off all items that sell. They may relist
things that haven’t sold.

In return for these services, they take a
hefty chunk of the proceeds — 15 to 50 per-
cent of the sale price, plus eBay charges —
before paying the seller. 

EBay started in 1995 in California’s Sil-
icon Valley. By 2002, it had officially recog-
nized so-called trading assistants, who buy
or sell items for others, often for a fee. In
2003, that middleman service had morphed
into drop-off centers easily accessible to the
public, eBay spokeswoman Catherine Eng-
land said. Most are in strip malls and com-
mercial neighborhoods.

EBay appreciates these businesses be-
cause “they help bring items and inventory
to the site,” which claims 105 million objects
in play at any given moment, England said.
She estimated that there are less than a thou-
sand stores nationwide but cited anecdotal
evidence that the number is rising.

Some shops, such as ezAuctioning and eS-
pot, are independently owned. Others, such
as iSold It in Gaithersburg and Snappy Auc-
tions in Alexandria, are franchises. 

Mike Hadad left a lucrative career as a
software marketing executive to open an
iSold It in Gaithersburg 17 months
ago (www.i-soldit.com) and is
planning two more in Montgomery
County. 

“We are really in a disposable soci-
ety. We kind of intersect a lot of life
situations — moving or downsiz-
ing,” said Hadad, whose clients have
jettisoned everything from “furni-
ture, pool tables, a sofa” to stuffed
wild boar heads, cemetery plots and
football tickets. 

To do well, “furniture has to be a
brand,” said Ellen Radigan, a former
antiques dealer who owns Snappy
Auctions in Alexandria (www.
snappyauctions.com). “I can sell a
Pottery Barn rug, a Heywood-Wake-
field art deco bedroom set. If some-
one brings me a beautiful antique
chest, unless they have very specific details,
it won’t bring much.”

Some consignment shops decline to list
sofas and other large pieces because buyers
have to pay what can be considerable ship-
ping costs; that added premium can mean no
sale at all. Even when bulky items do sell, the
shops aren’t eager to grapple with packing
them up. Other stores will take a chance on
furniture (it usually stays in the seller’s
home), hoping it will be snapped up by a lo-
cal buyer or someone willing to pay $100 or

more for shipping.
Washingtonian Victor Kamber, president

of the public relations and lobbying firm Car-
men Group Communications, thought he’d
never get rid of the upright piano that cost
him $7,000 a decade ago. A classified ad
brought no takers, and the music store he
bought it from declined his consignment re-
quest. 

“I had looked on eBay, but I am such a di-
nosaur,” said Kamber, 62. “The process of
listing something, if you’re not really fluent,

could be difficult.”
One night while walking to

dinner, Kamber noticed a sign
for Capital Auction Experts
(www.capitalauctionexperts.
com), which is tucked in the
rear of a MotoPhoto in Beth-
esda.

Shop co-owner Davis Kiyo-
naga made a house call, photo-
graphed the piano and posted a
10-day auction.

“The opening bid was $260,
and my heart dropped,” said
Kamber, who had put a $3,000
reserve, or minimum price, on
it. Happily for him, the final
price was $4,700; his share was

$3,900. The buyers sent a moving van to
haul the piano to a Pennsylvania nursing
home “so 80-year-old ladies could hear
Christmas carols. That made me feel good.”

Although shop owners tout their pricing
expertise, they rely almost solely on eBay
sales of similar items. Most pay no mind to
retail stores, high-end live auctions, antiques
shops or boutiques, telling sellers such prices
are irrelevant to eBay bargain hunters.

Ken Lopez, who owns an Alexandria liti-
gation consulting firm, was philosophical

about the $400 Nikon camera he’d bought in
1986 and recently handed over to ezAuction-
ing. 

“The last one to sell went for $91,” shop
co-owner Geremy Gersh told him, to which
Lopez replied, “That will about cover a meal
in a nice restaurant.”

Timing can be crucial, store owners say.
Two days after former president Gerald R.

Ford’s service in the U.S. Capitol on Dec. 30,
a couple brought Hadad 20 programs from
the event. He posted them for 24 hours, five
per day over four days. All sold, going for $30
to $130 each. 

Alexandria commercial real estate agent
Larry Grossman assumed Gersh would sell
his mother’s Wedgwood “Columbia Sage”
china as one large lot. 

But seeking to start a bidding war among
collectors eager to snag the hard-to-find
green pattern, Gersh posted just one place
setting a week for 12 weeks. The first one
brought $114; the last one, $272. 

“I went to antique dealers, and they didn’t
want it. It costs money to store,” Grossman
said. “This is the greatest way just to get rid
of things, exposing it to the largest market. 

“Geremy takes his share, but that’s all
right. He lists it, and it’s gone, it’s gone, it’s
gone.”

Shops Can Make Your Online Auction a Bid Easier
AUCTIONS, From Page 1

BY DAYNA SMITH FOR THE WASHINGTON POST

A vintage Blenko glass lamp sits on Geremy Gersh’s desk as he checks out how its auction is going on the eBay Web site, below.

Water conservation is becoming a hot issue
for many municipalities. San Antonio has been
at the forefront of the movement. “Since 1994,
we have replaced 148,000 high-flow toilets by
offering rebates, free toilets and some free in-
stallations,” says Eddie Wilcut, conservation
manager for the San Antonio Water System. 

This year, water officials will hand out
20,000 free dual-flush Caroma toilets to re-
place water-guzzling models. This could pro-
duce savings of more than 200 million gallons
of water a year, Wilcut says. Water officials
have appeared on local TV flushing potatoes
down the Caroma to show its efficiency. 

The city has been approached by Dallas offi-
cials who want to get into the act.

Jura Koncius

Conserving Water


