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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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