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Most Frequently Asked Questions About Orchids and Their Culture

Are orchids difficult to grow?

Orchids are not difficult to grow, they just have particular requirements that are somewhat different than many other houseplants that we are more familiar with. Thanks to modern orchid breeding, many of the orchids that are available for beginning orchidist are vigorous growers that are adaptable to a wide range of growing situations, and bloom easily and frequently.

Why should I grow orchids?

Many expert and amateur gardeners consider orchids to contain the most beautiful and exotic members of the plant family. It is a huge group of plants with such diverse cultural requirements that anyone can find a group of them that will suit their growing area. Also, because the flower form, fragrances and colors are so diverse, there is an orchid out there to satisfy any taste.

Also, growing orchids is more than merely cultivating plants. You will be joining a fraternity of avid (if not fanatical) orchid people who share your same interests. Soon you may become a member of an orchid society, you will be visiting various orchid growers and attending orchid shows. You will form new friendships with others who share your passion. It is said that once you are bitten by the orchid bug, there is no known cure. But, what a wonderful affliction’

Do you have to have a greenhouse to grow orchids?

Absolutely not! It used to be that orchids were reserved for the wealthy who could afford elaborate greenhouses with an attending staff of professional horticulturists. While there are a few of these places around these days, most people now grow them in windowsills and under florescent lights. I have grown most of my orchids that way and have been pleased to produce plants and flowers that look as good as those grown in a greenhouse. So, don’t despair, if you have a sunny window or a place to set up some lights, you too can grow these beauties.

Are orchids expensive?

They don’t need to be. Sure, if you are bound and determined you spend thousand of dollars on mature awarded plants, this is possible to do. But today you can buy blooming size, fine quality, healthy beginner orchids from $20 to $30. This is less than the price of a flower arrangement from the florist and its flowers will usually last much longer. After the orchid is finished flowering, you still have a plant ready to bloom with even more flowers every year. They are really quite the floral bargain.

How long and frequently will orchids bloom?

This varies, depending on the type of orchid. A few only bloom a couple of days, but most will have flowers that will last anywhere from a few to several weeks. Some with the longest lasting flowers are the slipper and moth orchids. The moth orchids also have flowers that open sequentially, so a large plant of this type can have flowers on it for months!

Many orchids bloom once per year, while others can bloom two or three times a year.

What makes an orchid an orchid?

When many people see orchids they can’t imagine what it is that such a huge and diverse group of plants have in common that determines that they are orchids. They look so different! You have to closely examine the flower for the answers. If you study the inner part of the flower you will see a club-like structure that houses the male and female flower parts (stamens and pistils) called the column. All orchids have this unique structure. Most also have a large, and conspicuous center petal called a lip.

Are orchids fragrant?

Not all of them, but many are fragrant. A wonderful aspect of orchid fragrance is their range of scents. Some smell like other flowers--- carnations, jasmine, gardenia, rose while others have the scents of spices and foods---vanilla, citrus, cloves, chocolate, coconut, licorice, honey, cinnamon, and grapes.
There are also ones that reek! These are orchids that are pollinated by flies and other insects attracted to carrion (rotted meat). Fortunately for the home orchid grower, who may be sensitive to foul odors, there are not very few orchids that fall in this category and they are easy to pick out when selection orchids from a growers greenhouse.

Most Common Ways Orchids are Killed

Sooner or later all of us lose a few orchids to the grim reaper, but there are some killers that take more orchid lives than they should. Being on the lookout to prevent these problems will save many of your orchids.

Over watering

This is the big one. Some people just can’t help themselves. Watering is so much fun and you feel like you are doing something to help the plants when you are watering your orchids. When orchids die from over watering it is not really the result of too much water, but is actually caused by too little air. There is just so much open space in any potting material and water naturally displaces air, so if you apply it too often there is no room for air, which is needed for healthy root growth, and subsequently the roots rot and die.

Under watering

Ironically, just as over watering is a big killer, so is under watering. In this case, the lack of water leads to root damage by dehydration. Because orchid potting material drains much more rapidly and tends to hold less moisture than materials commonly used for other plants, some people tend to underwater. Also, remember the fresh potting material dries off much quicker than it does when it getting older. Be sure to pre-moisten the orchid potting material before you use it. This will make it more water retentive.

Too much light or heat

These are both related to one another. Frequently excessive light leads to high temperatures. When the orchids receive too much light the heat starts to build up inside the leaf. Think of the orchid leaf’s skin (epidermis) being like a plastic bag with very small holes in it. Inside of this plastic bag is the interior of the leaf. When excessive heat gets trapped inside the leaf it will literally “cook” and destroy the leaf plant tissue and large black circular dead spots will form, or in extreme cases, the entire orchid will collapse. Once this damage is done, nothing can be done about it. When the orchid is in full light, feel the leaf surface with your hand. If it is hot to the touch, then move the orchid to where it gets less light.

Leaving orchid foliage wet overnight

To do this is asking for trouble in the form of leaf spots and crown (the growing point of the orchid) rot disease. Water your orchids in the morning or early afternoon, so there is plenty of time for the leaves to dry.

If you can catch these diseases early, there is a chance to save the orchid, but once the disease (that shows up as soft, mushy tissue, that eventually turns black) gets to the growing point of the plant it’s “good bye” to your orchid.

Too much fertilizer

It’s always good to keep in mind that fertilizers are salts, and salts, in concentrated form, are types of herbicides (plant poisons). Applying too much fertilizer will dehydrate the orchid roots. Signs of too much fertilizer are black root tips or black or brown leaf tips. So, when you fertilize be careful not to apply more than the recommended dosage and only use a fertilizer when the plant is actively growing and when the growing media is damp.

Improper use of pesticides

When pesticides are used properly they are safe for man and plants. However, if they are applied at too high of a concentration or applied when the plants are dry or the air temperature is too high, severe damage to the orchid plant can result. Also many pesticides are dissolved and mixed in with a type of oil, which in of itself can cause leaf damage, especially if the material is applied in bright, hot sunlight. So use care with these materials and always read the label before applying the chemical.

Bad infestation of insects

Catching insect problems in the early stages is very important. If you realize that your orchid is completely covered with insects it is very difficult to ever get rid of all of them. Sometimes it is best to trash this plant for the sake of others in your collection that you don’t want to expose to these plant sucking critters.

Purchase of sick plants

There are orchid Florence Nightingale’s that feel it is their mission to save an orchid that is looking sick so they purchase it, usually for a great discount. In most cases, they did not get a “deal”. I would highly recommend that you resist this temptation. If an orchid is in poor condition and the leaves are wilting or shriveled, it’s usually on an unstoppable death spiral and the likelihood of your bringing it back to robust health are slim to none.

For More Information . . .

For local orchids check out the handsome and impressive book, Orchids of Mexico, published by Productos Farmacéuticos, S.A. de CV. in Mexico City. It was authored by many well respected botanists in Mexico, Costa Rica and the US. There is also a superb CD, by the same name, that compliments this book. It is in Spanish and English, is easy to use, and displays superb photography of almost all orchids that are native to Mexico.

For general cultural information you may find my book, Orchids for Dummies, helpful. Also, consult the American Orchid Society’s Website at: hrtp://orchidweb.org/aos/
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