
Orchids
FOR

DUMmIES
‰

by Steven A. Frowine and the 
National Gardening Association

01_567594 ffirs.qxd  1/24/05  8:50 PM  Page i


C1.jpg



01_567594 ffirs.qxd  1/24/05  8:50 PM  Page iv



Orchids
FOR

DUMmIES
‰

by Steven A. Frowine and the 
National Gardening Association

01_567594 ffirs.qxd  1/24/05  8:50 PM  Page i



Orchids For Dummies®

Published by
Wiley Publishing, Inc.
111 River St.
Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774
www.wiley.com

Copyright © 2005 by Wiley Publishing, Inc., Indianapolis, Indiana

Published simultaneously in Canada

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by
any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as permitted
under Sections 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without either the prior written permis-
sion of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of the appropriate per-copy fee to the Copyright
Clearance Center, 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, 978-750-8400, fax 978-646-8600. Requests to the
Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Legal Department, Wiley Publishing, Inc., 10475
Crosspoint Blvd., Indianapolis, IN 46256, 317-572-3447, fax 317-572-4355, e-mail: brandreview@wiley.com.

Trademarks: Wiley, the Wiley Publishing logo, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, A Reference for the
Rest of Us!, The Dummies Way, Dummies Daily, The Fun and Easy Way, Dummies.com and related trade
dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc. and/or its affiliates in the United
States and other countries, and may not be used without written permission. All other trademarks are the
property of their respective owners. Wiley Publishing, Inc., is not associated with any product or vendor
mentioned in this book.

LIMIT OF LIABILITY/DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTY: THE PUBLISHER AND THE AUTHOR MAKE NO REP-
RESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES WITH RESPECT TO THE ACCURACY OR COMPLETENESS OF THE CON-
TENTS OF THIS WORK AND SPECIFICALLY DISCLAIM ALL WARRANTIES, INCLUDING WITHOUT
LIMITATION WARRANTIES OF FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. NO WARRANTY MAY BE CREATED
OR EXTENDED BY SALES OR PROMOTIONAL MATERIALS. THE ADVICE AND STRATEGIES CONTAINED
HEREIN MAY NOT BE SUITABLE FOR EVERY SITUATION. THIS WORK IS SOLD WITH THE UNDER-
STANDING THAT THE PUBLISHER IS NOT ENGAGED IN RENDERING LEGAL, ACCOUNTING, OR OTHER
PROFESSIONAL SERVICES. IF PROFESSIONAL ASSISTANCE IS REQUIRED, THE SERVICES OF A COMPE-
TENT PROFESSIONAL PERSON SHOULD BE SOUGHT. NEITHER THE PUBLISHER NOR THE AUTHOR
SHALL BE LIABLE FOR DAMAGES ARISING HEREFROM. THE FACT THAT AN ORGANIZATION OR
WEBSITE IS REFERRED TO IN THIS WORK AS A CITATION AND/OR A POTENTIAL SOURCE OF FURTHER
INFORMATION DOES NOT MEAN THAT THE AUTHOR OR THE PUBLISHER ENDORSES THE INFORMA-
TION THE ORGANIZATION OR WEBSITE MAY PROVIDE OR RECOMMENDATIONS IT MAY MAKE.
FURTHER, READERS SHOULD BE AWARE THAT INTERNET WEBSITES LISTED IN THIS WORK MAY HAVE
CHANGED OR DISAPPEARED BETWEEN WHEN THIS WORK WAS WRITTEN AND WHEN IT IS READ.

For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care Department
within the U.S. at 800-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002.

For technical support, please visit www.wiley.com/techsupport.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print may
not be available in electronic books.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2004117701

ISBN: 0-7645-6759-4

Manufactured in the United States of America

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

1B/RQ/QS/QV/IN

01_567594 ffirs.qxd  1/24/05  8:50 PM  Page ii

www.wiley.com


About the Authors
Steven A. Frowine first started growing orchids under lights when
he was in high school. Since then, his love and sometimes obses-
sion for orchids has continued to grow. He has tended orchids pro-
fessionally as a horticulturist, when he worked in Hawaii at the
National Tropical Botanical Garden and at Missouri Botanical
Garden, where he was Chairman of Indoor Horticulture and man-
aged one of the largest orchid collections in the United States —
over 10,000 plants. Steve’s greatest pleasure from orchids, though,
has been growing them in his own home under lights and in win-
dowsills, which he has done now for over 40 years.

Steve has a B.S. and M.S. in horticulture from Ohio State University
and Cornell, respectively. He has had a long and rich career working
as a professional horticulturist for premier botanical gardens in the
United States and as an executive at top horticultural businesses
including W. Atlee Burpee Company, White Flower Farm, and
International Gardening Products. Steve is sought out as a lecturer
and has delivered hundreds of lectures throughout the country. His
presentations are noted for his excellent photography, his knowl-
edge of the subject, and his sense of humor. He has appeared on
various national TV shows and writes extensively, authoring many
articles for horticultural trade and consumer magazines. His
second book, Fragrant Orchids, will be released in the fall of 2005.

Steve is now president of his own horticultural consulting firm,
where he works with various horticultural companies on marketing
and public-relations issues.

The National Gardening Association (NGA), founded in 1972, is a
national not-for-profit leader in plant-based education. Its mission is
to promote home, school, and community gardening as a means to
renew and sustain the essential connection between people, plants,
and the environment. For more information on the National
Gardening Association, visit its Web site at www.garden.org.

01_567594 ffirs.qxd  1/24/05  8:50 PM  Page iii



01_567594 ffirs.qxd  1/24/05  8:50 PM  Page iv



Dedication
To my mother, Janet, and my late father, Samuel, who encouraged
me to pursue in my life and work what I loved and believed in.

To my loving wife, Sascha, who shares my passions and tolerates
my obsessions.

Author’s Acknowledgments
Many thanks are extended to Glen Decker, who served as the tech-
nical editor for this book. It is comforting to have someone with
Glen’s extensive experience and knowledge pore over my manu-
script and lend his constructive, helpful criticism, as well as make
sure the information presented rings true. To my Project Editor,
Elizabeth Kuball, who greatly helped to mold and shape this book
to be the best it could be, and to Tracy Boggier, my Acquisitions
Editor, who helped me pitch this book to the folks at Wiley, more
thanks.

I am also appreciative to the National Gardening Association, which
does admirable good works, and specifically to Larry Sommers and
Charlie Nardozzi, of this organization, for giving me the opportunity
to produce this book.

The American Orchid Society, The Orchid Digest, and the
International Phalaenopsis Society deserve a round of applause for
the world-class publications they produce and the information they
disseminate to the legends of new and veteran orchid lovers. I have
made frequent use of all of them for many years.

The orchid community of amateur and professional growers and
orchid societies, who inform members and put on orchid shows,
get accolades for their dedication and efforts. Many have been
immensely helpful to me.

Lastly, I want to thank my wife, Sascha, for her patience in putting
up with me pounding away at the keyboard for seemingly countless
days, evenings, and weekends, and to my dogs, Ginger and Zoe,
who always provided pleasant company and never complained
(unless I didn’t feed them on time!).

01_567594 ffirs.qxd  1/24/05  8:50 PM  Page v



Publisher’s Acknowledgments
We’re proud of this book; please send us your comments through our Dummies online regis-
tration form located at www.dummies.com/register/.

Some of the people who helped bring this book to market include the following:

Acquisitions, Editorial, and 
Media Development

Project Editor: Elizabeth Kuball

Acquisitions Editor: Tracy Boggier

Technical Editor: Glen Decker

Editorial Manager: Michelle Hacker

Editorial Supervisor: Carmen Krikorian

Editorial Assistants: Courtney Allen,
Nadine Bell

Cover Photos: © ChromaZone Images/
Index Stock Imagery/PictureQuest

Cartoons: Rich Tennant, www.the5thwave.com

Composition

Project Coordinator: Adrienne Martinez

Layout and Graphics: Karl Brandt,
Andrea Dahl, Joyce Haughey,
Stephanie D. Jumper, Barry Offringa,
Jacque Roth, Heather Ryan,
Brent Savage, Rashell Smith

Proofreaders: Laura Albert, Leeann Harney,
Jessica Kramer, TECHBOOKS
Production Services

Indexer: TECHBOOKS Production Services

Publishing and Editorial for Consumer Dummies

Diane Graves Steele, Vice President and Publisher, Consumer Dummies

Joyce Pepple, Acquisitions Director, Consumer Dummies

Kristin A. Cocks, Product Development Director, Consumer Dummies

Michael Spring, Vice President and Publisher, Travel

Brice Gosnell, Associate Publisher, Travel

Kelly Regan, Editorial Director, Travel

Publishing for Technology Dummies

Andy Cummings, Vice President and Publisher, Dummies Technology/General User

Composition Services

Gerry Fahey, Vice President of Production Services

Debbie Stailey, Director of Composition Services

01_567594 ffirs.qxd  1/24/05  8:50 PM  Page vi

www.dummies.com


Contents at a Glance
Introduction ......................................................1

Part I: Welcoming Orchids into Your Life ............7
Chapter 1: Getting the Lowdown on Orchids ........................................9
Chapter 2: Choosing the Right Orchid for You ....................................23
Chapter 3: Having the Right Tools on Hand .........................................33
Chapter 4: How I Love Thy Orchid: Enjoying the Orchid’s Beauty ....47

Part II: The Basics of Orchid Parenthood ...........57
Chapter 5: Providing the Right Growing Environment .......................59
Chapter 6: Watering and Fertilizing Orchids ........................................77
Chapter 7: The ABCs of Potting Materials, Containers, and 

Repotting ............................................................................................91
Chapter 8: Two, Four, Six, Eight, Let Your Orchids Propagate: 

Multiplying Your Orchids ...............................................................103
Chapter 9: Keeping Your Orchids Pest- and Disease-Free ................111

Part III: The Best Orchids for Rookies .............123
Chapter 10: Moth Orchids and Their Relatives: The Best Choice 

for Beginners ...................................................................................125
Chapter 11: The Quintessential Orchids: Cattleyas and Their 

Relatives ...........................................................................................147
Chapter 12: Slipper Orchids .................................................................169
Chapter 13: Dancing Ladies: Oncidiums and Their Relatives ..........191
Chapter 14: Significant Others .............................................................213

Part IV: The Part of Tens ................................227
Chapter 15: The Ten (or So) Easiest Orchids to Grow .....................229
Chapter 16: The Ten Most Common Ways Orchids Are Killed ........233
Chapter 17: The Ten Most Frequently Asked Questions about 

Orchids .............................................................................................237
Chapter 18: The Ten Most Common Reasons Why Orchids 

Don’t Bloom .....................................................................................243

Appendix: Resources ......................................247

Index.............................................................253

02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page vii



02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page viii



Table of Contents
Introduction ......................................................1

About This Book ........................................................................................1
Conventions Used in This Book ...............................................2
Foolish Assumptions .................................................................2
How This Book Is Organized .....................................................3

Part I: Welcoming Orchids into Your Life .....................3
Part II: The Basics of Orchid Parenthood .....................3
Part III: The Best Orchids for Rookies ...........................3
Part IV: The Part of Tens .................................................4
Appendix ...........................................................................4

Icons Used in This Book ............................................................5
Where to Go from Here .............................................................5

Part I: Welcoming Orchids into Your Life .............7

Chapter 1: Getting the Lowdown on Orchids . . . . . . . . . 9
Understanding What Makes an Orchid an Orchid .................9
Knowing Where Orchids Come From ....................................11
Seeing Why You Should Grow Orchids ..................................12
Deciding Which Orchids to Bring into Your Home ..............13
Getting to Know Your Orchids by Name ...............................14

Species orchid names ...................................................15
Hybrid orchid names .....................................................16

Growing Orchids Easy As One, Two, Three ..........................17
January ............................................................................18
February .........................................................................18
March ..............................................................................19
April .................................................................................19
May ..................................................................................20
June, July, and August ...................................................20
September .......................................................................21
October ...........................................................................21
November and December .............................................22

02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page ix



Chapter 2: Choosing the Right Orchid for You . . . . . . . 23
Figuring Out Where to Shop ...................................................23

Specialist orchid growers or suppliers .......................23
Your local garden center ...............................................24
Orchid shows .................................................................24
Online orchid suppliers ................................................24
Home centers and discount stores .............................25

Considering Your Environment ..............................................25
Taking temperature readings .......................................26
Measuring your light intensity .....................................27
Other questions to ask yourself ..................................30

Knowing What to Look for in an Orchid ...............................30
Choosing a healthy plant ..............................................30
Deciding between a blooming plant and a 

young plant .................................................................31
Choosing seed-grown orchids or orchid clones ........32

Caring for Your New Orchid ...................................................32

Chapter 3: Having the Right Tools on Hand . . . . . . . . . . 33
Cutting and Pruning Tools ......................................................33

Pruners ............................................................................33
Knives and blades ..........................................................34

Potting Tools and Supplies .....................................................35
Potting tools ...................................................................35
Potting supplies .............................................................36

Watering Accessories ..............................................................39
Water breakers ...............................................................39
Water-flow regulators ....................................................40
Hoses ...............................................................................41
Watering cans .................................................................41
Sprayers and misters ....................................................41
Fertilizer injectors .........................................................42
Deionization and reverse osmosis units .....................43

Humidifiers, Heaters, and Ventilation Equipment ...............44
Humidifiers .....................................................................44
Ventilation .......................................................................45
Heating ............................................................................46
Thermometers and hygrometers .................................46

Chapter 4: How I Love Thy Orchid: Enjoying the 
Orchid’s Beauty . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47

Caring for Orchids in Their New Home .................................47
If the plant is in bloom ..................................................48
If the plant is not in bloom ...........................................48

Orchids For Dummies x

02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page x



Staking and Grooming Your Blooming Orchids ....................49
Figuring out how to stake .............................................49
Helping your orchids look their best ..........................51
Displaying orchid plants in your home .......................52
Arranging orchid flowers ..............................................53

Part II: The Basics of Orchid Parenthood ...........57

Chapter 5: Providing the Right Growing 
Environment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59

Let There Be Light! ...................................................................59
The ins and outs of light ...............................................60
Listening to your orchids .............................................62
No natural light? No problem! ......................................65

Humidity: Orchids’ Favorite Condition .................................68
Fresh Air, Please! ......................................................................71

Ceiling fans .....................................................................71
Oscillating fans ...............................................................71
Muffin fans ......................................................................72

Some Like It Hot, Some Like It Cold: Orchid Temperature
Requirements .......................................................................72

Too-low temperatures ...................................................73
Too-high temperatures .................................................73

Giving Your Orchids a Summer Vacation ..............................73
A shade house ................................................................74
A portable greenhouse ..................................................75
Some orchids enjoy hanging out .................................76

Chapter 6: Watering and Fertilizing Orchids . . . . . . . . 77
Water Water Everywhere: Understanding the Art 

of Watering Orchids .............................................................77
The type of pot ...............................................................78
The type of potting material ........................................78
The age of the potting material ....................................78
Whether the orchid is pot-bound ................................79
The growing environment ............................................79
The temperature ............................................................79
The amount of ventilation ............................................79
Whether the orchids are growing or dormant ...........79
The type of orchid .........................................................80

Proven Watering Techniques ..................................................80
Over- or Underwatering: Roots Tell the Story .....................82

Figuring out whether watering is the problem ..........82
Mission: Orchid rescue and resuscitation ..................83

Table of Contents xi

02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page xi



Fertilizers: Not Magic Potions ................................................85
What to look for in orchid fertilizers ...........................86
Types of fertilizers and how to use them ...................88

Chapter 7: The ABCs of Potting Materials, 
Containers, and Repotting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91

Choosing Potting Materials ....................................................91
Knowing your potting material options ......................92
Figuring out which potting materials are best ...........93
Psst! Getting your hands on some not-so-secret 

recipes .........................................................................94
If mixing your own is not your thing ...........................95
Getting your potting material ready to use ................95

Giving Your Orchids a Home: Potting Containers ................96
Repotting Orchids without Fear .............................................97

Knowing when you should repot .................................99
Orchid potting — step by step ..................................100

Chapter 8: Two, Four, Six, Eight, Let Your Orchids 
Propagate: Multiplying Your Orchids . . . . . . . . . . . 103

Dividing Your Orchids ...........................................................103
Giving Babies a New Home ...................................................105
Producing New Plants from Cuttings ..................................107
Growing Orchids from Back Bulbs .......................................108

Chapter 9: Keeping Your Orchids Pest- and 
Disease-Free . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 111

Preventing Problems Before They Start ..............................112
Besting the Bugs ....................................................................113

Identifying common orchid pests ..............................113
Finding safe pest-control measures ...........................117

Is There a Fungus Among Us? ..............................................120

Part III: The Best Orchids for Rookies ..............123

Chapter 10: Moth Orchids and Their Relatives: 
The Best Choice for Beginners . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 125

Mirror, Mirror on the Wall: The Beauty of Moth 
Orchids ................................................................................126

Leaves ...........................................................................126
Flower shapes ..............................................................127
Flower colors ................................................................127
Scents ............................................................................131
Size .................................................................................134
Answering the call of the wild ....................................136

Orchids For Dummies xii

02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page xii



Oh, Give Me a Home . . .: Cultural Requirements ...............138
Relatives of Moth Orchids ....................................................138

Africa’s gift to orchid lovers: The Angraecoids .......139
Vandas and some of their close cousins ...................142

Chapter 11: The Quintessential Orchids: Cattleyas 
and Their Relatives . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 147

From the Jungles to Your Home ...........................................148
Some selected cattleya species .................................149
Some selected laelia species ......................................151
Other cattleya relatives ..............................................152

The Queens of the Ball: Cattleya Hybrids ...........................157
Pristine whites .............................................................158
Purples, pinks, lavenders, and blues ........................158
Hot reds and oranges ..................................................159
Sunny yellows ..............................................................160
Cool greens ...................................................................161
Bring out the clowns: Splash petals and flares ........162
Fashionable art shades ...............................................163

Minicatts .................................................................................164
The key players ............................................................164
Some of their prized children ....................................166

Chapter 12: Slipper Orchids . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 169
Slipping into a Lady’s Slipper ...............................................170

Seeing what lady’s slippers have to offer .................170
Giving your lady’s slipper a good home ...................171
Getting lady’s slippers to bloom ................................171

Straight from Nature: Bumps, Warts, Hairs, and All ..........171
Paphiopedilum bellatulum .........................................172
Paphiopedilum callosum ............................................172
Paphiopedilum delenatii .............................................173
Paphiopedilum dianthum ...........................................173
Paphiopedilum fairrieanum ........................................173
Paphiopedilum glaucophyllum ..................................176
Paphiopedilum hirsutissimum ...................................177
Paphiopedilum spicerianum ......................................177
Paphiopedilum sukhakulii ..........................................177
Paphiopedilum venustum ...........................................178

One Step Removed from Nature: Primary Hybrids ...........179
Some superior primary hybrids ................................180
Marvelous Maudiaes ...................................................183
Huge and round: Modern hybrid lady’s slippers .....186
A different kind of slipper orchid ..............................187

Table of Contents xiii

02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page xiii



Chapter 13: Dancing Ladies: Oncidiums and Their 
Relatives . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 191

Taking a Closer Look at the Ladies ......................................191
Oncidiums from the wild ............................................191
Hybrid oncidiums ........................................................194
Miniature oncidiums or tolumnia ..............................195

Pansy Orchids: Miltonias and Miltoniopsis ........................197
Miltonias .......................................................................198
Miltoniopsis ..................................................................199

Other Members of the Club: The Oncidium Alliance ........202
Orchid spiders: Brassias .............................................202
Butterfly orchids: Psychopsis ....................................202
Sigmatostalix ................................................................204
Trichopilia ....................................................................204

Mixing It Up .............................................................................205

Chapter 14: Significant Others . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 213
A Huge and Interesting Lot: Dendrobiums .........................213

The most popular dendrobiums ................................213
Some other Dendrobiums worth considering ..........217

Weird and Wonderful Relatives: Bulbophyllum .................219
Orchid Miscellanea: All the Rest ..........................................222

Catasetum .....................................................................222
Cochleanthes ................................................................222
Coelogyne .....................................................................224
Cymbidiums .................................................................224
Lycaste ..........................................................................226
Zygopetalum .................................................................226

Part IV: The Part of Tens ................................227

Chapter 15: The Ten (or So) Easiest Orchids 
to Grow . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 229

Twinkle Moth Orchid (Phalaenopsis Twinkle) ...................229
Lady of the Night (Brassavola nodosa) ...............................230
Maudiae Lady’s Slipper Orchid (Paphiopedilum 

Maudiae) .............................................................................230
Cockleshell Orchid (Epidendrum cochleatum) .................230
Sharry Baby Oncidium (Oncidium ‘Sharry Baby’) ............231
Bird-Beak Orchid (Oncidium ornithorhynchum) ...............231
Mari’s Song (Laeliocattleya ‘Mari’s Song’) ..........................232
Fan-Shape Orchid (Cochleanthes amazonica) ...................232
Pansy Orchid (Miltoniopsis santanei) .................................232

Orchids For Dummies xiv

02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page xiv



Chapter 16: The Ten Most Common Ways Orchids 
Are Killed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 233

Overwatering ..........................................................................233
Underwatering ........................................................................233
Too Much Light or Heat ........................................................234
Leaving Orchid Foliage Wet Overnight ................................234
Too Much Fertilizer ...............................................................235
Improper Use of Pesticides ...................................................235
Insects .....................................................................................235
Purchase of Sick Plants .........................................................235
Poor Water Quality ................................................................236
Inadequate Ventilation ..........................................................236

Chapter 17: The Ten Most Frequently Asked 
Questions about Orchids . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 237

Are Orchids Difficult to Grow? .............................................237
Why Should I Grow Orchids? ................................................237
Do I Need a Greenhouse to Grow Orchids? ........................238
Are Orchids Expensive? ........................................................238
How Long and How Often Will Orchids Bloom? .................238
What Makes an Orchid an Orchid? ......................................239
Are Orchids Fragrant? ...........................................................239
Where Can I See the Best Collections of Orchids? .............239
Are Any Orchids Hardy? ........................................................240
Are Orchids Parasites? ..........................................................241

Chapter 18: The Ten Most Common Reasons Why 
Orchids Don’t Bloom . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 243

Not Enough Difference between Day and Night 
Temperatures .....................................................................243

Too Moist during the Winter ................................................244
Too Little Light .......................................................................244
Excessively High or Low Temperatures ..............................244
Not Using a Fertilizer or Using One with Too Much 

Nitrogen ...............................................................................245
Immature Plants .....................................................................245
Too Low Humidity ..................................................................245
Disease, Insects, or Mice .......................................................245
Not Enough Water ..................................................................246
Recently Transplanted and Divided ....................................246

Appendix: Resources ......................................247
Plant Suppliers .......................................................................247
Growing Supplies ...................................................................250
Orchid Societies .....................................................................251

Index .............................................................253

Table of Contents xv

02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page xv



Orchids For Dummies xvi

02_567594 ftoc.qxd  1/24/05  8:52 PM  Page xvi



Introduction

Believe it or not, orchids — the most glamorous and spectacular
flowering plants in the world, nature’s true masterpieces — are

easy to grow! You just need to give them what they need. And their
requirements are not difficult to meet — adequate light, humidity,
water, and ventilation. Sure, there are other nuances, like fertilizing,
repotting, insect and disease control, but none of these are daunt-
ing. I’ve been growing and blooming orchids in my home for almost
40 years — mostly not in a greenhouse, but under lights or on the
windowsill.

Helping you achieve success with these glorious plants is my
pleasurable mission. If you follow the steps I lay out in this book,
you will grow orchids that thrive. Everything in this book comes
from many years of my own trials and errors — not from theories
about what should happen or what orchids might need. Sure, I’m a
professional horticulturist, but probably more importantly, I’m a
hands-on, sometimes fanatical, home orchid grower. I don’t share
with you anything in this book that I haven’t tried myself or am
sure that works.

Years ago, the methods of orchid culture were well-guarded secrets,
hoarded by commercial growers and private estate gardeners.
That’s not the case here. This is a tell-all book where all secrets
are revealed. So you can now enter this wonderful world of orchids
without fear, knowing that you’re armed with the information you
need to be successful and enjoy one of the most rewarding and fas-
cinating, lifelong hobbies that you’ll ever experience — growing
orchids.

About This Book
This book gives you all you need to know to grow, appreciate,
and bloom orchids in your home — in a concise, easy-to-read
manner. This family of plants is so humongous that you may be
overwhelmed by the prospect of choosing and growing one of your
own, so I show you only the groups of orchids that are the easier
ones to grow. I also make a point of adding lots of illustrations and
photos (most of which were taken by me) to show you what I’m
talking about.
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I want you to feel comfortable with these dazzling plants and get to
know them on a personal basis. Then you’ll be eager to discover all
their mysteries by slowing down your busy life to savor orchids’
inimitable flowers, inhale their sensuous perfumes, and observe
the unique construction of their roots and leaves.

Conventions Used in This Book
Orchid names are in Latin, which is a challenge for most people
(except your high school Latin teacher) to pronounce and remem-
ber. Don’t worry about it. Just get into these names gradually.
Take some solace in knowing everyone else is struggling with
them, too!

With such a complex group of plants come names and jargon to
match. This aspect of orchid growing is what scares most people
off. Don’t let this happen to you! They’re just names and words
that scientists have assigned to plants because they had to call
them something. Think of orchid names as another language that
you can figure out as you go along — with my help. In this book, I
make the jargon as simple as possible and explain each term in a
way that is easy to understand.

Foolish Assumptions
In writing this book, I’ve assumed a few things about you and
your experience with orchids. At least one of the following applies
to you:

� You’ve seen orchid plants in bloom for sale in the garden sec-
tion of your local home-improvement store or garden center
and you’ve always wanted to give them a try.

� You purchased your first orchid and are wondering, “Now
what?!”

� You saw orchids at a flower show and you wonder if you can
grow these exquisite flowers in your home.

� You’ve had some orchids for a few years, but they don’t seem
to be doing well and you can’t get them to bloom again.

� You’ve grown some other houseplants successfully and are
now ready to move up to orchids.
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How This Book Is Organized
This book is organized into parts, each of which contains several
chapters.

Part I: Welcoming Orchids 
into Your Life
In this part, I show you how orchids are different from other plants,
what makes them so appealing, and where they’re found in nature.
You get tips on how to select the right orchid for you, which tools
you need to grow them, and how you can fully enjoy their beauty
in your home.

Chapter 1 tells you what makes an orchid an orchid, where they
grow, where they’re found, and how they’re named. Chapter 2 helps
you select the orchid that’s just right for you and tells you how to
give it basic care for its first days in your home. Chapter 3 gives
you a rundown of the tools you’ll need to be an amateur orchid
grower. Chapter 4 helps you get the most out of displaying your
orchid’s beauty in your home.

Part II: The Basics of
Orchid Parenthood
This is the nitty-gritty on the basics of orchid care.

Chapter 5 gives you the information you need to provide your
orchids with the growing environment that they need to thrive.
Chapter 6 addresses the important topics of watering and fertiliz-
ing. Chapter 7 eliminates your fears of repotting by giving you
the detailed information you need. Chapter 8 guides you through
various methods of multiplying the orchids you have. Chapter 9
shows you simple and safe ways to keep your orchids healthy.

Part III: The Best Orchids 
for Rookies
Here I introduce you to the most popular and easiest orchid to
grow. I’ve included plenty of pictures so you can see what they
actually look like.
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Chapter 10 deals with the easiest of all the orchids, the moth
orchids. I also introduce you to some of its recommended rela-
tives. Chapter 11 covers the colorful and favorite cattleyas and
their relatives. Chapter 12 covers slipper orchids. These are
among the easiest to grow with handsome foliage. They have one
of the largest groups of ardent admirers. Chapter 13 is about the
oncidium group, which is rapidly rising in its popularity because
it’s easy to grow and because it produces many fantastically pat-
terned flowers. Chapter 14 tells you about more orchid gems that
are not quite as common but are worth the search to find.

Part IV: The Part of Tens
This wouldn’t be a For Dummies book without a Part of Tens. This
is where you can turn when you’re short on time but still want a lot
of useful information.

Chapter 15 helps you select the easiest orchids to start with.
Chapter 16 tells you the ten most common ways orchids are killed
and how to prevent these plights. Chapter 17 gives you answers to
the ten most common questions asked about orchids and their cul-
ture. Chapter 18 informs you about the ten most common reasons
that orchids don’t bloom.

Appendix
You may be fortunate enough to be close to an orchid grower or
supplier, but if you aren’t, don’t despair — I list some excellent
mail-order providers in this appendix. Some have paper catalogs
and others offer their plants online.

Although more home centers and garden centers are carrying
orchid supplies, you may have trouble finding some of these 
materials. For this reason, I include some resources that are
dependable.

Orchid societies offer valuable services, from providing places
to meet, talk about, and display orchids, to producing excellent
publications and sources for information. In the appendix, I also
list contacts for the key organizations. They’ll lead you, if you’re so
inclined, to others.
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Icons Used in This Book
I use the following icons throughout the book to point out particu-
larly important information:

When you see this icon, you can be sure to find information that
will make you a more successful orchid grower.

This icon points out some common pitfalls you want to steer clear
of when growing orchids.

This icon highlights information worth remembering when you’re
working with your orchids.

Take it or leave it. This icon points out information that may help
you win your next game of Trivial Pursuit or convince you that you
could be the next Jeopardy! champion, but it’s not essential to your
understanding the topic at hand.

When you see this icon, you can be sure to find a particularly fra-
grant orchid.

Where to Go from Here
This book is set up in digestible, stand-alone pieces. Pick out sec-
tions that interest you most and read them first. You can bounce
around in the book any way you please.

If you already have orchids but are having difficulties growing
them, you may want to start out with Part IV. It gives you quick
answers to common problems.

Trying to decide which orchid you should start with? Look at
Chapters 2 and 15. To get jazzed about orchids, check out the 
section of color photographs. And if you have an orchid that is
in dire need of repotting, skip right to Chapter 7.
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Part I
Welcoming Orchids

into Your Life
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In this part . . .

Growing orchids could change your life — forever! It
has for me and many people. No other plant family

offers the number and diversity of breathtaking and intrigu-
ing flowers that orchids do. When you discover that you
can actually grow these exotic plants in your home and that
they aren’t expensive, your resistance will be lowered and
your chances of catching the extremely contagious but
wonderful obsession or addiction called the “Orchid Bug”
are high.

In England and the rest of Europe in Victorian times, these
fabulous plants used to be only for the eyes of royalty or
well-heeled aristocrats because of the one-time astronomi-
cal prices that they commanded at flower auctions. They
were grown in elaborate and costly glasshouses, usually
by a staff of professional growers.

How times have changed! Orchids have entered the main-
stream. They’re now the second most popular pot plant in
the world and are gaining quickly on the leader (poinset-
tia)! Because of new techniques and modern growing
methods, award-quality orchids are available to everyone
at prices lower than ever before. You can buy an orchid
plant in full bloom for less than you would pay for a bou-
quet of flowers from the florist.

In addition to the orchids of today being less expensive,
they’re also much easier to grow. Most of them have been
bred to be compact and easy to grow and flower in win-
dowsills and under artificial lights. Some bloom more than
once a year and others are fragrant. And with thousands
of hybrids and new ones being produced all the time,
there is an orchid that will strike anyone’s and everyone’s
fancy.

Join me in this part as I introduce you to this marvelous
plant family. I show you what makes an orchid an orchid,
why you just have to give these exceptional plants a try,
and help you make decisions about which orchids are best
for you and your growing space. This is going to be a fun
journey, so let’s begin!
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Chapter 1

Getting the Lowdown 
on Orchids

In This Chapter
� Getting to know orchids

� Deciding whether orchids are right for you

� Knowing what to do for your orchids each month of the year

You’re about to enter the wonderful world of orchids. You’re in
store for an exciting adventure! This is the largest plant family

on our planet with an estimated 30,000 wild types (species) and
many more man-made varieties. No other plants can compete with
orchids for their power to seduce and bedazzle the most jaded plant
lover with their fantastically beautiful flower colors, shapes, and
textures, and heady and sensuous perfumes.

Understanding What Makes 
an Orchid an Orchid

You can easily tell when a rose is rose, but orchids are quite a bit
more complex and varied when it comes to their flower shapes and
the construction of their leaves, stems, and roots. In Part III, I give
you lots of information on flower, leaf, and stem construction of
specific orchids. In this chapter, I talk generalities.

Certainly the flamboyant colors of modern orchid hybrids are a
standout and are the primary reason these plants are so treasured.
But there are so many different types of orchid flowers, so the ques-
tion is, “Which one is typical?” There is really no correct answer to
this question. Many people think of the cattleya-type orchids (see
Chapter 11), while others may picture moth orchids (see Chapter 10).

To get a better idea how orchid flowers are constructed, take a
look at a typical cattleya flower and compare it to a more ordinary
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flower, a tulip (see Figure 1-1). Table 1-1 shows some of the major
differences between these two flowers.

So what makes an orchid an orchid? The column. This fused sexual
structure located in the middle of the flower is what separates the
orchid from all other plants.

Figure 1-1: Comparing a cattleya flower with a tulip flower.

Table 1-1 Differences between Tulip and Orchid Flowers
Flower Part Tulip Orchid

Petals The most obvious part of A very prominent part of the flower 
the flower and what makes but comprises only half of the show.
a tulip look like a tulip.

Sepals Hardly noticeable in the Very striking in many orchid flowers. 
tulip flower, especially Can be as brightly colored as the 
after they open. petals.

Lip or Not found in the tulip. Usually a very showy part of the 
labellum orchid flower. Actually a modified

petal.

Anther and The two sexual parts of the These separate organs are not 
stigma tulip. The anthers are male found in the orchid; instead, orchids

reproductive organs and the have a column in which the male 
stigma is the female part. and female parts are fused.

Column Not found in tulip. Only found in orchids.

1 Petal
2 Lip

3 Sepal
4 Stigma
5 Anther
6 Column

Tulip Cattleya

1
1

23 3

34
1 1 1

3 3

6

55 55
55 55
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Knowing Where Orchids 
Come From

About 80 percent of orchids are from the tropics in both the New
World (Central and South America) and the Old World (Asia and
Malaysia). A smattering can be found in North America and
Europe.

The ones that grow in your home, though, are all of tropical or
semitropical origin. They mostly hail from areas of high rainfall and
humidity and enjoy tropical to above-freezing temperatures during
the winter.

Orchids are divided into two major categories based on where
they grow. Those that are commonly found clinging to branches
of trees are called epiphytes; those that thrive growing on or in the
ground are called semiterrestrials and terrestrials.

So how can you tell the difference between the two? Many of the
terrestrial roots are hairy, like those found in the slipper orchid
(see Figure 1-2). Epiphytes have thick roots (called aerial roots
because they’re frequently suspended in the air), which are cov-
ered with a silvery material called velamen, which can absorb
moisture from the air like a sponge (see Figure 1-3).

Figure 1-2: Terrestrial and semiterrestrial orchids, like most slipper orchids, 
frequently have hairy roots.

Terrestrial Orchid
Roots

Roots of paphiopedilum
species are covered by
a thick coat of hairs
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