 Frequently Asked Questions About Orchids

What is a Keiki?

Keiki's are baby orchids which grow off a flower spike or a pseudo-bulb. The word keiki is Hawaiian for "little one" or baby.

When should I pot a keiki?

Generally, the rule of thumb is to wait until the keiki's roots are at least 2" long, then pot them into fine bark. Some people prefer to let them remain on the pseudo-bulb (or cane) or spike until the drop off on their own. It is not unusual for some keikis to flower while still on the mother plant. 

When you water, it is a good idea to spritz the root of the keiki to hydrate the baby as well as the mother. 

What does NOID mean?

NOID stands for No Identification. When a plant loses its tag, it loses its identification, and thus is now a NOID(name the species...phal, den...etc.).

What is the sticky stuff on my orchid? What is Honeydew?

Sticky stuff (also known as Honeydew) is often found on the spikes of orchids. Generally, it is a sign of a happy plant. Some people prefer to remove honeydew because they experience some molding if they are kept under very humid conditions, this is entirely at the discretion of the grower. 

In some cases, spider mites and other stresses can cause a plant to exude a sticky subtance from the leaves. Check thoroughly for spider mites and other critters by tapping the leaves over a piece of white paper, looking for tiny webs and even tinier bugs. 

What is s/h or semi-hydro

s/h and semi-hydro are shortened terms for semi-hydroponics, a method of growing plants using a non-organic medium. Because it is not an ebb and flow method, it isn't true hydroponics. Common materials used as a growing medium are LECA (clay pellets), Aliflor, Primeagra, and sponge rock. 

Probably the most common material is the clay pellets. The plant is planted in a container which has a reservoir, usually a plastic pot with holes approximately 1" up from the bottom of the pot on the side, or Misco or Misco-type self-watering pots. The clay pellets wick the moisture up so that the roots of the plant receive constant moisture without drowning it. 

In preparation, the pellets are soaked prior to potting up. Some pellets are placed in a pot, tamped down by shaking the pot. The plant is then held over the pot with the roots about 1/3 to 1/2 down the pot. More pellets are placed in the pot. The plant is then watered. When the reservoir is emptied, the plant is watered again. Once a month the pot is flushed by running water through it to rid the pot of excess salts/fertilizers.

Cat ate my orchid! Will Bitter Apple hurt orchids?

Cats will sometimes develop a taste for orchids. Bitter Apple, a spray readily available at pet stores may be sprayed on the orchids without hurting the orchids. The spray must be periodically re-applied, however. Other cat lovers who also grow orchids swear by providing kitty with a pot of grass for their own so they leave the orchids alone.

What is EOoM or EOM?

EOom or EOM is an acronym for Exotic Orchids of Maui, a grower in Hawaii.

When should I water my orchids?

When to water will vary based on type of orchid and what the conditions are. Over watering is probably the major cause of orchid death with new growers. 

The best thing is to develop a method of knowing WHEN to water. Some people go by "heft." Lift the pot right after watering. Know what it feels like. When it is extremely light, water. 

Two other methods use either a finger or skewer, but are very similar. For finger method, you stick your finger into the pot up to the 2nd joint (your knuckle). If it feels cool or moist, then don't water. If it feels warm or dry, then water. The skewer test is to stick a bamboo skewer (or wood, or a sharpened pencil) in about 2" deep. Look at the end. If it looks moist, don't water. If it doesn't look moist, roll it across your cheek or your upper lip. If it feels cool or moist...don't water. If it feels warm and dry, water. 

Generally, most people water their orchids in the morning as this gives the orchids plenty of time to drain when the cooler evening temperatures come; and it is more likely that wayward drops have had time to evaporate. 

What are Spider mites or mites, and what should I do about them?

Mites damage orchids quickly and quietly—often their presence is not noticed until significant damage has occurred. Mites are visible, but their presence is easily determined by rubbing a white cloth over the area that is damaged. If mites or their eggs are present, a brownish residue will be left on the leaf. This will come off and be visible on the towel. Some spin light webs which are visible on the plant or at the base of the plant. 

A very good natural remedy is an oil/soap treatment. Dr. Martin Motes recommends using a light oil--such as vegetable oil. Olive oil is very heavy and could potentially damage plants. Using 2 TBS oil/gallon is sufficient, you can add a teaspoon of baking soda for a bit of antifungal. Remember to keep shaking the solution in the container to keep the oil mixed with the water. Spray thoroughly on all sides of the leaves. 

FOLLOW UP with a soap solution about 7 days later. Using 2 tsp/gallon of Joy or Dawn (dog shampoo is great too) not only does a number on the pests, it helps clean off the oil treatment. I actually follow up with a third treatment in another week with the same soap solution. 

The soap/oil mixture remedy has been shared in the past, but the University of Florida recently discounted it as the two agents act in direct opposition of each other and essentially decrease the effectiveness of the effort. Just like the TV ads say, the dishsoap is designed to cut grease (oil) in its tracks! :) 

AOS recommends Malathion, or Volk Oil/Sunspray for scale. Also Knox Out 2 FM or Orthene Turf, Tree and Ornamental Spray. Mites are nasty buggers to get control over. If the infestation is confined to one plant, isolate it to prevent spreading--watch for that carefully. Be careful to follow the label on preparations TO THE LETTER to avoid damage to plants. 

One tip for success is to make sure you do TWO treatments of your selected poison about 7-10 days apart in order to catch newly hatched pests. 

What are Mealy Bugs and what should I do about them?

Mealybugs are soft-bodied bugs that appear as white cottony masses. These pests are particularly fond of phaleanopsis plants. Adults are about 2-5 mm long and are easily seen by the naked eye. The first line of defense is to inspect plants regularly for them and signs of them as they lay their eggs in what appears to be a slight cottony residue. An adult female will lay 100-200 eggs that will hatch in about two weeks. 

Rubbing alcohol from the drugstore in a hand spray bottle is an excellent contact killer. Repeated applications are necessary as alcohol has no lasting effects. For serious infestations, some recommended pesticides are: Malathion 50% EC, oil sprays, or Marathon, 1%. Systemic pesticide applications often require a follow-up treatment to catch newly hatched eggs. Please remember to follow manufacturer’s recommendations to the letter as misuse of chemicals can cause irreparable harm to plants. 

Preventing Disease & Virus

The cornerstone of good culture is good disease management. Being proactive in caring for orchids will prevent many common maladies that can easily destroy a growing collection. 

*Purchase healthy, robust plants. Get help from your local orchid society or grower to learn how to select healthy plants. Carefully check potential purchases for signs of pests or disease. 

*Purchase plants that are able to thrive in the environment you have to offer. Healthy plants are better able to avoid disease and infestation. 

*Isolate new purchases for about 4 weeks from your collection to determine if there are hidden or potential problems with the plants. 

*Inspect all your plants regularly to detect early signs of trouble. 

*Become knowledgeable about available home remedies that are effective and less invasive to plant tissue. 

*Use appropriate fungicides/pesticides only as necessary and per manufacturer’s recommendations. Ensure that the chemical is specifically labeled for use on orchids. 

*Sanitize tools, floors, benches and keep growing area free of trash and discarded plant material. 

Light Requirements by Genus

Looking at your plant’s label, determine what it’s genus is—that is the first name on the tag. How much light your plant will require will depend on the type of orchid it is. Below find light requirements recommended by the American Orchid Society: 

Cattleya --Medium to High 

Cymbidium --Medium to High 

Dendrobium --Medium to High 

Masdevallia --Low to Medium 

Miltonia --Medium 

Odontoglossum --Medium 

Oncidium --Medium to High 

Paphiopedilum --Low to Medium 

Phalaenopsis --Low to Medium 

Vanda --Medium to High 

Low Light = 1,000 – 2,000 foot-candles, two hours of filtered sunlight per day, 14 hours of fluorescent light within 8 inches of the tubes. These plants can be grown indoors under indirect light or outdoors under shade. 

Medium Light = 2,000 – 3,000 foot-candles, four hours of sunlight per day, 16 hours of fluorescent light within 6 inches of the tubes. Outside, moderately sunny windows or under lights would be suitable. 

High Light = 3,000 – 4,000 foot-candles, six hours of sunlight per day, within 3 inches of tubes, near the center of the fixture. In a sunny window or outdoors would be ideal for these plants. 

Foot-candles is a standard measure of light for plants and can be determined with alight meter. 

I Bought an Orchid, now what?

Congratulations and welcome to the world of orchids! Contrary to popular belief, orchids are easy to grow! Following a few steps your plant will reward you with wonderful blooms year after year. 

Proper care will ensure the blooms you are enjoying now will last as long as possible. Take your plant to the kitchen sink and run tepid water through the pot for several seconds, until you can see water flowing freely through the drain holes at the bottom. If the orchid is in an arrangement, you should take its pot out of the arrangement to water. Check your plant every few days by sticking your finger into the potting mix. If it is dry, water it in the same fashion. If it is still moist, wait a few days and check for moisture again. 

If the orchid is part of an arrangement that you enjoy indoors, you may also mist blooms with tepid water once a day to keep them a bit fresher. 

Once the plant has finished blooming, you should determine what care it requires during it’s growing season. If your plant came with an identification tag in the pot, use that to determine what type of orchid it is. Many orchids are easily adapted to different environments and knowing what kind of orchid it is will enable you to provide it with conditions it will thrive in. There are many books and online resources available to assist you with specific plant information. 

What is bud blast?

All of a sudden...you discover that your once plump buds have withered, yellowed and dropped off. This is bud blast, and it is heart breaking. 

Bud blast is the withering and dropping of buds from an otherwise healthy plant. Generally, the culprit is a rapid change in environment—usually going from warm to cold and vice versa. In the winter, frequent causes of bud blast are drafts from windows, blasts from hot ovens, and bringing a plant in from the car or outside. In the summer, it can be rapid heat fluctuations… In addition, some chemicals such as ethylene gas given off by ripening fruit can also cause bud blast, so it is best to keep budding orchids at least 10 feet away from ripening fruit. 

Why are my phal's leaves red, reddish or purple?

There are many reasons why this could happen, but here are the usual suspects: 

1. Genetics: Many Phals with pink, purple or red toned flowers have red/purple tinted leaves. Also many Doritaenopsis (Doritis x Phalaenopsis, abbreviated as Dtps) plant have tinted leaves regardless of bloom color, this is because Doritis pulcherrima has the purple undersides on its leaves and passes this trait easily.. This is due to the color pigment in the plant called anthocyanin. This pigment can build up in the leaves or may just be a normal part of the plants coloring. As the leaf ages, it may become more red in color. This coloring is often most notable on the undersides of leaves, the leaf edges or margins, and the flower spike may appear to be a greenish purple in color. This coloring can be intensified by sunlight as will be explained below. Most plants with this leaf coloring have very dark green leaves, and may be more prone to leaf burn. But many plants naturally have this coloring in their leaves and it is not indicative of a problem with the plant. It is not know whether this is some sort of dominant trait (leaf color) in Phalaenopsis, but due to its propensity it wouldn’t be surprising. Many mottled leaf Phals also have this reddish hue on the leaf undersides, examples of these species being: lindenii, schillerinan and stuartiana. 

2. Sunlight: Some Phals, when exposed to high levels of light, may get a red/purple ring around the leaves. This is often a sign that the plant is receiving a very high amount of light, which eventually, may lead to leaf burn and cellular damage. The way to stop it is to reduce the amount of light the plant receives. This should be done in a gradual fashion, just as increasing light should be done. A slight increase can stop this from leading to leaf burn. A reddish purple line, which does not develop into leaf burn, is fine and should be regarded as the plants upper light register. Some Phals when getting too little light may have a severe darkening of the leaves, which will lead to them appearing to have a red/purple cast. In this case light should be gradually increased over a period of weeks so as to protect from leaf burn. Limey green leafed Phals often do not develop the red/purple line, but instead may develop a yellow/white line around the leaves when exposed to very high light levels, and this should be treated the same way as the red line. The main difference is when limey green leaved Phals get less than adequate light their leaves will darken to a dark Kelly green, and not take on the reddish hue. 

This may seem confusing, but experimenting with light, and understanding your plants genetic heritage can help you better understand what is going on. If the plant has red, pink or purple flowers it is pretty much a given that the leaves are darker and purple on the undersides, but many whites, sunsets, art shades, spotted, and yellow Phals also have this characteristic. With increased breeding and the wide selection of hybrids available it is no surprise that it is getting more difficult to determine if the coloring is genetic or not. If your plant goes through a sudden color change in the leaves it is best to ride on the side of caution and pull it back from its light source. 

Occasionally the red leaves will follow a softening and wilting of the leaves. This is because the plant is ill or infected with insects, which is slowing down its growth. You should then inspect for insects, crown rot, root rot or some other issue such as a sudden drop (freeze) in temperature or a sudden increase (20 deg) in temperature. All can cause leaf changes to which coloration changes may be a secondary characteristic of the problem. 

The leaves on my orchid are wrinkled or pleated. Why?

If you own an orchid from the oncidium alliance (Miltonias, Brassias, Oncidiums, etc.) and the leaves are wrinkled (also called acordion pleating) you have a humidity problem. The air around the plant is not humid enough, or there is not enough water getting to the plant, either from underwatering or a root problem. Rotted roots cause the same symptoms as an underwatered plant as the roots are not carrying water to the plant. 

While the plant may recover, the leaves will be permanently pleated.

What is LECA and where can I get it?

LECA stands for Lightweight Expanded Clay Aggregate. It is clay fired at a fairly high temperature, and is known by a variety of names....Hydro-ton and Primeagra being two you hear frequently on the Orchid forum. 

LECA is available from hydroponics stores as it is a major media for growing hydroponicly (if that is a word). It is also used in traditional mixes to "lighten" it and provide better drainage. 

It may be sterilized by heating or rinsing with Physan or other sterilizing agents...just rinse the heck out of it before reusing. 

How is cinnamon used in orchid culture?

Cinnamon is a natural fungicide. Most people use cinnamon when repotting to prevent rot in roots which are broken or cut. 

To use cinnamon, take regular baking cinnamon and lightly dust it over the cut roots which have been wetted. If you don't wet the cut or injured root first, then the cinnamon won't stick. Some people prefer to use peroxide or a little alcohol rather than water. 

The imperative word here is "dust", as too much cinnamon can inhibit root growth. Using cinnamon on unaffected roots is probably not a good idea. 

How can I mount an orchid? What do you use to mount orchids?

Mounting orchids is a simple process. First, I would suggest applying the hanger to your mounting material. Most people make hangers for the mounts from wire. The most common wire used is the wire used for hanging suspended ceilings, but any strong, yet flexible wire may be used. One method is to bend the wire into a “u” shape, and then hammer the wire into the mount. The other method is to drill a hole or two and thread it through the mount. Making a tag with a hole and threading it onto the hanger is a wise thing to do to identify the plant. A tag made from Tyvek scraps and permanent marker may be used if you don’t have any fancier material. 
Orchids to be mounted are placed on the mounting material which has been soaked in water (I like to leave it over night). Some people put a pad of good quality sphagnum moss on the mount then place the roots on top of it—allowing the roots to spread first into the sphag. Before it goes into the mount thereby helping it get established. Others prefer to place the plant directly on the mount, or to put the sphag “pad” on the outside. The plant is then tied into the mount, by wrapping monofilament (fishing line), twist tie, or panty hose around the roots. Once the plant’s roots have grown into the mount, the line, twist ties, or panty hose is removed. Tree fern plaques (or slabs), and cork bark are probably the most commonly used mounting material, but other materials include cactus skeletons, and rough driftwood (both of which may be purchased at pet stores as they are used for reptiles). Some people like to use slabs of wood with bark attached—such as live oak or fir. Fresh water driftwood may be used, but driftwood from saltwater bodies must be washed to remove the salt. Using Physan to kill any “bad” things on collected mounts is also a good idea. Driftwood as a whole may not be the best material as orchids like to have a somewhat rough surface to grow into. One grower uses paint sticks for some of his smaller mounts. 

Tree fern slabs are probably the most quickly drying. Vary your mounting material to the plants needs. Plants needing a quicker dry-out should be mounted on a more porous material and the sphagnum or coir pad may be skipped. 

Why are my leaves leathery, limp and wrinkled?

Wrinkled leaves, wilty and leathery leaves usually occur on Phalaenopsis and Paphepedilum orchids due to two problems: lack of hydration (for one of two reasons) or heat stress. 

Lack of hydration is probably the most usual culprit. Either the plant is not being watered enough, or the roots are rotted (usually from over watering) and the plant is not able to obtain water because the roots simply cannot carry the water to the plant. If your plant has aerial roots, look at their condition. Are they silver and wrinkled? If so, your problem may be under watering rather than over watering. While I don’t like to recommend constantly unpotting your plants, if your plant is failing, it is often more prudent to check the condition of the roots rather than lose the plant. If you unpot the plant and find the roots hollow, the velamin slipping off, leaving behind a string-like part, then you have a case of root rot. Once your plant has gotten to the point of being limp, leathery, and wrinkled, reviving the plant is usually a long process and often unsuccessful. 

Over watering causes root rot and is the most common cause of orchid loss among new growers. Check your method of determining watering. Clean away the rot from the roots, dust (or dab) cut portions on the roots with cinnamon, Physan is also useful. Use rooting hormone on the plant and repot, being careful to keep the plant in reduced light, and increase humidity. Sphag and bag (or it’s variants) is often successful in this case. Once the leaf is wrinkled, it rarely comes back to the glossy "hard" state it was before, but it can improve somewhat. 

The second cause of wilty leaves is often overheating. Touch the leaves, if they feel warm, then this is your problem. Lights may be too close to the plant, or in the summer, temperatures over 90 do not make for a happy Phal. Increasing humidity and air circulation can be helpful in preventing heat stress. 

Extreme cold can also cause wilty leaves, but the leaves are often mushy from freezing and usually have darkened in color. 

What is Listerine used for and how do I use it?

Listerine is a readily available home remedy which may be used on orchids. The original (gold colored) Listerine has anti-fungal, and probably anti-bacterial qualities. The high alcohol content makes it also effective against bugs. Since it is fairly weak, it is largely used by the growers on this site as a preventative, particularly when potting, or as something in a pinch until you can get something better. It is used full strength as a spray on, and should not be used for prolonged periods because the alcohol may have drying effects on your plants. Using it for 2 – 3 consecutively is not a problem.

Can I use rainwater, snow, aquarium water, or dehumidifier water on my orchids?

In short, yes. 

Rainwater or melted snow is excellent for orchids, but if you have an area which is prone to acid rain, a ph test might be in order. Also, if you have a new roof, collecting water which has run off the roof may not be a good idea to use on orchids as you may pick up chemicals from the roof. Collecting a large amount of rain water can be achieved by placing a tarp or plastic sheet out in an open area and rigging it in such a way to drain into a bucket or other container. 

Water collected from dehumidifiers and air conditioning units is fine to use for orchids as it is the same as distilled water, however it does have dust etc. in it. Fine to use on orchids, don't use it on your contacts. 

Water from aquariums is also used by several growers on the forum to good effect. The water has fertilizer in it already! I would remind people who are using this, however, to NOT use it if you have treated your fish with medications recently...some treatments contain copper and other elements which may be in too high a concentration for some orchids. 

What orchids are good for beginners?

Beginner orchids 

The best advice anyone can give to someone who wants to start growing orchids is to look at your environment and see what conditions you will be able to offer plants. How much light do you have? What kind of humidity? Then, look at descriptions of plants and see what kinds of things you like. Visiting growers, attending orchid or flower shows and orchid societies and taking notes as to shape, scent, and cultural needs is a good idea. Talking to people will also give you ideas. 

You will often hear, however, about the person who started with at “difficult” plant and had success right away, yet killed every phalaenopsis they ever had. The other thing to bear in mind that most of us grow orchids for the flowers, not for their foliage (an exception would be ludisia or the jewel orchid), therefore you will want to find a plant which is easy to rebloom as well. 

Phalaenopsis (“phals”) and paphiopedilum (paphs) hybrids are usually considered “beginner orchids” largely because they will re-bloom under the conditions most windowsill growers can offer them. They require lower light, about the same as for African violets, and will adapt to the humidity levels which are present in most houses. 
They are, however, easily killed from over watering and from getting water in their crowns, and underwatering can be a problem. Since neither plant has pseudobulbs, but stores moisture and nutrients in their leaves and roots, if something is wrong, they go down hill very quickly and may not be saved. Thus many people who successfully grow “more difficult” plants may have trouble with phals and paphs. Some of the “easier” paphs include paph. maudiae in their back ground. 

Plants which are “easy” but require more light for re-bloom are members of the dendrobium, oncidium, and cattleya families. 

Oncidium (Onc.) intergenerics are often suggested as beginner plants. Many are fragrant, and most of them bloom twice a year if given enough light and the right culture. Colmanara Wildcat is one of the easiest, and the spikes can last for 3 months. Onc. Sharry Baby 'Sweet Fragrance" has a chocolate scent, and is very popular. Also, Onc. Sweet Sugar is also very easy to grow. These last 2 are not intergeneric (man-made hybrids). Another onc. Alliance member which forum members suggested were miltoniopsis as they also can bloom several times a year and are fragrant as well as tolerate a range of conditions. They too can be sensitive to fertilizer burn as can others of the onc. Alliance. 

Members of the Cattleya group (catts.) also have some “easy,” and rewarding plants, but they almost all need supplementary light. Miniatures will tend to rebloom and thrive in a bit less light than their larger sisters. Some cattleyas get quite large. Check about mature size before ordering. They also have a somewhat shorter bloom period than other plants, but their blossoms are exquisite. One grower I know says they look awful out of bloom, but their blooms make up for the lack of grace during the rest of the year. Some catts. Are also fragrant. 

Phragmepediums (phrags) are another type of Lady slipper orchids which can be “easy,” but they require much brighter light than most paphs, and are more picky about water quality , sensitive to salt (fertilizer) build ups. Browning leaf tips is an indicator of fertilizer build up. One of their benefits is that they like a lot of water…and can stand in it. Since over watering is a common mistake among beginners, this can be a good thing. 
One of the Garden Web Orchid forum members suggests the variety in phrags.: big ones (Phrag. longifolium), small ones (Phrag. ecuadorense), bright ones (Phrag. Inca Embers), subtle ones (Phrag. Paul Eugene Conroy), round ones (Phrag. Hanne Popow) and long ones (Phrag. Chuck Acker). 

Dendrobiums (Dens.) are also commonly available and often readily rebloomed, but they too need more light than phals. and paphs. One forum grower suggested asking for warm-growing dens so they will bloom continuously and won't need a winter rest. 

When considering plants, check with the grower, whether or not the plant is easy to rebloom. Some catalogs make references to this, and a short list provided by the Orchid Forum members is listed in the FAQs. Buy already bloomed, or blooming sized plants. Although seedlings are much less expensive, they are also trickier to grow and may take years to achieve blooming size. Purchase plants from reputable growers, and ask questions. They will be happy to help you, and want to see you return. But, beware, orchids are addictive…we often talk about how one leads to another and another and….. 

Flushing or leaching pots

Periodically, it is necessary to "flush" the build up of fertilizer salts from the growing media. To do this, about once a month run plain water through the pot 1 - 3 times when you need to water. This will flush out the build up of salts in your pot. Not flushing, or leaching the pots will cause fertilizer burn which you will see as blackened root tips and browned leaf ends. Follow your regular fertilizing schedule after flushing.

Where can I buy orchids?

You can get healthy orchids on-line, at orchid shows and many green houses, you may even have one in your area. Plants are often available for sale at Orchid Shows, and at Orchid Society meetings. If you have an orchid society in your area, go to a meeting and ask. 

For many of us, "big box stores" such as Target, Lowe's and Home Depot, the grocery store--or other concerns which offer houseplants as a sideline are sources for orchids. However, one must be very careful as often the staff watering the plants have no idea what is appropriate for orchids and they often have root rot if they have been there for any length of time. If you can see that the plant has several viable aerial roots, no insects, and otherwise looks healthy, you are probably safe in purchasing the plant. Look for fungus infestations on the leaves and discoloring at the base or crown of the plant. If it is discolored, don't buy. Isolating plants, particularly ones from this type of situation, is always a good idea. 

One website, OGRES, was developed to rate orchid growers. There are flaws in the system, as you can post more than once and "flame" someone, and it relies on people voluntarily posting (and people are more likely to post when they have a problem rather than when they are happy), but it does give links for catalogs and give you lists. 

Once you have found that plant you can't live without, post a query on the Orchid Forum and ask what people's experience has been. Asking, whether from your on-line acquantances, or from folks you meet at orchid Societies is always a good idea. 

Identifying orchids/What orchid is this?

Quite often plants are purchased without a tag. In the case of hybrids, once the tag is lost, they can never be identified again as to the hybrid. We will be able to identify species, but as there are so many crosses, and many are alike, it is virtually impossible to identify. Therefore, be very careful of those tags and do not remove them at the stores. In some cases, growers have been imprinting the names on the pots, however, I have also seen wher a Dpts. pot was used on a Den. 

If you have a label which is partially obliterated, then quite probably someone will be able to help you figure out the name. Sometimes if a tag gets switched, but if you have the tags and the plant in bloom the proper designation will be able to be determined. Sometimes tags are mis-spelled as well, and the forum may be able to give you tips on this. 

Finding out what KIND of orchid is useful for cultural tips, but once that tag is lost on a hybrid...the information is lost forever and the name is now NOID. It doesn't make them less beautiful, so enjoy. 

My orchid is done blooming. Should I cut the spike or not?

Should I cut the spike off my Phalaenopsis or Doritaenopsis Orchid now that the flowers are nearly all spent?This question has been asked numerous times on many forums, and the answer you will mostly get is No! "The plant may grow a new spike from a node on the old spike ". "I never cut flower stalks off unless they turn brown" and "No one cuts the flower spikes plants growing in nature".Not bad advice really, especially if you are a new grower and want to see flowers and gain experience. 
BUT, If you ask this question of long time orchid growers, you will get a different answer. There are other orchids apart from Phalaenopsis that flower again from the original spike or form keikis on the flower spike. Some species orchids also bloom sequentially. 

Some specific examples: Doritis pulcherrima x Phal. decumbens. This is a miniature that blooms sequentially and will also form side branches. Plant started flowering in December and was then benched at three Society meetings. Still flowering at the end of March but flowers were getting smaller and there was a long naked spike with many flower scars. So I chopped the spike off at the base and the new leaf that is growing is larger than the existing leaves, so perhaps the next flowering will be even better. 

Large Standard Pink or White Phalaenopsis. Once the flowers are spent cut the spike off at the base so that the plant can use resources into growing new leaves and produce a better flowering next time. 

Species Phalaenopsis orchids. Depends on the species. Some flower for years from the same spike and should not be cut. 
Hybrid Equitant Oncidiums. Cut the spike off. Sure they may throw a side branch but the flowers are always smaller and few in number. 
Epicattleya Nebo. I left some of the flowering heads on last season. Keikis have grown there that if left will bloom and there will be flower spikes on growths from the top and bottom of the plant. My object is to put this plant in a show so I will cut those top flowering heads off. This advice applies to all reed stem Epidendrums, but if you want the plant as a garden subject the plant should be left to do its thing. 

Can you recommend good orchid books for beginners?

This question comes up a lot! The two most commonly suggested books are Ortho's All about Orchids and the Sunset publisher's book on Orchids. Several forum members, including me, are also quite fond of Orchids Simplified by Henry Jaworski. 

FLAME 747 suggested "An Introduction to Orchids" published by the South Florida Orchid Society.” 

Other excellent sources include: Taylor's "All About Orchids" (great pictures); 

Rebecca Northen's "Home Orchid Growing" Orchid Growing Basics (Schoser) Gardener's Guide to Growing Orchids (Ritterhausen) Orchid Growing for Wimps (Zachos) Jack Kramer's "Orchid Growing Indoors" 

In addition, Mary Noble has several good books for beginners: You can Grow Orchids, You Can Grow Cattleya Orchids, and You Can Grow Phalaenopsis Orchids." All are excellent for the beginner. 

If you want to know more about species, then The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Orchids, edited by Alec Pridgeon is also a good source. 

For a more detailed listing, and a suggested reading list for more experienced growers (intermediate level and advanced), check out Linda's Orchid Page at She has many good suggestions. 

Temperature Drops for spike production

Quite a few orchids, if not most, benefit from a drop of 15 degrees or so between the day and night temperatures to induce spiking. Generally, 3 -4 weeks of dropped temperatures is what you are looking for. 

For my Phals, I usually only let the temps go to 50 -55 degrees Farenheit. Keep in mind, that at this time with the lower temperatures, you will need good air circulation and usually to watch the watering--usually lower temperatures can also invite fungal infections (hence the air circulation caveat) and reduced water needs (ALWAYS ALWAYS CHECK before watering!). 

Cymbidiums can take a more substantial drop in temperatures, 20 - 30 degrees in order to have them spike well. Dendrobium kingianum is another which will take a severe drop. 

Not willing to take the risk of frost, or critters? Quite often, those of us living in areas which have less moderate temperatures (ie a definite fall and winter!) can just put the plants on or near a window sill.....the cold drafts and night temps from the glazing is enough to convince my phals that "It's cold outside! Time to make babies!" So snuggle your plants up to the glass and relax, you'll be doing the happy dance in a matter of months... 

What can I do for rotted roots or What is "sphag and bag?"

Remove the plant from the potting material, and remove all the growing medium from the roots. Next comes what is commonly referred to as “the sphag and bag method.” Put styrofoam packing peanuts (make sure they are the real styro by putting water on them first) or LECA, or stones, or charcoal, or mixtures of the three in the bottom of the pot. This is to improve the drainage in the pot. I then soak high quality long fiber sphagnum moss (hereafter referred to as sphag.) in rooting hormone. The long fiber moss doesn’t break down as quickly and plants root well in it. Apparently, there are natural “fungicides” in it...or something that inhibits fungus and encourages stressed plants to root. I trim the dead roots off the plant with a clean (sterilized) single-edged razor blade or an Exacto knife, pour Physan20 on the roots, then put cinnamon on the cut areas, and rooting hormone everywhere else on whatever roots are left. I then squeeze out the sphag until it is as damp as a well-squeezed sponge. I wrap the roots in the sphag, and place it in the pot, putting more sphag loosely around the roots. Make sure you don’t smash it in, as it can be really hard to re-water, or may take forever to dry causing even more rot in your plant. You may need to put a bamboo stake in the pot to keep the plant upright in the sphagnum. 

I then put the plant and pot in a plastic bag, but I leave the top open. This increases the humidity around the leaves and the roots, if there are any sticking out of the sphag...only usually I don't leave any aerial roots upin the air, but put them in the medium as I want the plant to maximize it's hydration. I don't close the top as I want some air circulation. This is up to what you choose to do. Some people close the bag, and use ziplock (or seal-able) bags. Someone here, and I am sorry, I forgot who, uses the veggie baggies which have little holes in it for air exchange. I have found that sometimes closing the bag is a recipe for disaster. Do not, however, let the leaves touch the plastic as that can encourage rot, not always, but I have had it happen. Blowing up the bag before sealing helps keep the bag sides away from the leaves. 

I don't spray the plant, as I have had bad experiences doing so. I will, however, spray the top of the medium on occassion. Usually, the plant does just as well without it. I make sure that the plant is in bright, but not direct light (i.e. normal light as the roots and leaves if they are there do undergo photosynthesis), and that the temps are a tad warmer than usual--much like you would care for a seedling. 

The most important thing to my mind is keeping the humidity up, as the plant has very little to replace moisture since the roots are impaired. I would never cut a leaf off a plant if it isn't yellowing. Phals do not have pseudo-bulbs so all food/moisture is stored in the roots/leaves. If you keep the ambient humidity up, the plant will pull from the air and less so from the leaves--leaves don't give up as much if the humidity is good. Thus, if you are cutting off healthy leaves, you are taking away some of the plants resources. The leaves generally do not ever come back from their leathery state, but you will get new leaves and roots. 

It will take quite some time for this plant to bloom again, and some folks don’t think it is worth it. I am so soft that I can't give the poor little plant every shot at life. New roots will take a while...several weeks, or it can be several months. Some will recover, and some won’t. 

What does all the stuff on a label or tag mean?

Labels Explained: A wealth of information appears on the plant Labels. Try to maintain these labels because plants labeled as unknown lose some of their resale valueas well as their show value. A typical label would look like this: Blc. Memoria Crispin Rosales 'No 2' AM/AOS Blc. Is the abbreviation for Brassavolo, Laelia, and Cattleya; the genera used in the breeding to produce this hybrid. Memoria Crispin Rosales Is the grex (family) name used for the seedlings produced by crossing Lc. Bonanza x Blc Normans Bay. Note the use of capitals in the name to denote a hybrid. When you see “Memoria” in the name of a plant, it is to memorialize the person whose name follows. Usually, these are people of import or standing in the orchid world, but it can also be the name of someone important to the individual who does the naming. 
'No 2' Is the clonal name for this particular seedling. (A mundane name for a beautiful flower.) AM/AOS Denotes Award of Merit, American Orchid Society. Other Cattleya combinations you may see on labels are: Slc. Similar to above except that Sophronitis appears in the breeding. Potinara. Named after Dr Potin. Genera used are Brassovolo, Laelia, Cattleya and Sophronitis. Rolfeara. Genera used are Brassovolo, Cattleya, and Sophronitis. At least 60 of these combinations of Cattleya are used with other Genera. Species names are written in lower case: Cattleya intermedia, Cattleya aurantiaca, Cattleya bowringiana, Cattleya mossiae etc. Natural varieties are indicated by the abbreviation var. and clonal names are enclosed within single quotes. Some examples: Cattleya intermedia var. alba , Cattleya loddigesii var. coerulea 'Blue Sky' Natural hybrids, those hybrids which occur in the wild are indicated by an 'X' in front of the name. Example: C. X hardyana , natural hybrid of C. dowiana x C. warscewiczii. 
Sometimes you will see the name of a plant x self, which means that the same plant provided pollen as well as the seed capsule. At other times, you will see the name of a plant x sib, which means it was crossed with another plant from the same compot. 
Ploidy not shown usually means 2n Diploid (3n) triploid (4n) tetraploid 

AOS awards HCC/AOS-Highly Commendable Certificate-75-79 points AM/AOS-Award of Merit-80-89 points FCC/AOS-First Class Certificate-90 points or higher Those three are specific to flower quality, point rating based on 100 possible points. CCM/AOS-Certificate of Cultural Merit CCE/AOS-Certificate of Cultural Excellence Those two are for the full plant, denoting the grower's skill in growing (and flowering) a plant to big beastly size in pristine condition. A couple others: CBR/AOS-Certificate of Botanical Recognition Awarded to cultivars of species or natural hybrids deemed worthy of recognition for their rarity, novelty or educational value. CHM/AOS-Certificate of Horticultural Merit Awarded to species with obvious horticultural value when they appear in cultivation. The quality awards in Australia are: 
HCC High Class Certificate 75% and above AM Award of Merit 80% and above FCC First Class Certificate 85% and above 

AD Award of Distinction....."awarded for some feature outstandingly distinctive" such as the first of those "Black” Phals. to be displayed 

ACC Award of Cultural Commendation awarded for a plant that "exhibits excellence of culture" 

Awarding Societies RHS Royal Horticultural Society AOC Australian Orchid Council AOS American Orchid Society TOS Thailand Orchid Society JOS Japan Orchid Society OSROC Orchid Society Republic of China etc. 

Medals Bronze Medal WOC roughly = to HCC Silver Medal WOC roughly = AM Gold Medal WOC roughly = FCC WOC = World Orchid Conference 

What about buying Orchids on eBay?

1. Do your research. Search on the internet as well as the eBay stores to see how much this plant sells for elsewhere, or even at the retailers own sales area. Sometimes the bidding gets so high that people pay very high prices, higher than what they would pay if they purchased the same plant elsewhere or even at the ebayer's Website. 

2. Is the photograph the photograph of the actual plant? Ones showing adult plants when what you are bidding on are seedlings isn't terribly helpful. Quite often, photographs of plants are "appropriated" from orchid retailer's websites and used by individuals selling on eBay. 

3. Look at the seller's ratings....that can give you an idea, although it may be flawed. 

4. Never spend more than you want to lose if it doesn't work out well. 

5. Remember that with seedling orchids, or nearblooming size orchids, by the time the bloom out, the feedback period will have been exausted, so if it isn't what you bought....you may be out of luck. 

6. Sometimes you can ask here and see if anyone has had any purchases from the ebayer. 

7. Ebay can be an excellent place to get older crosses which are no longer available. It is also someplace where you could pay $40 for a ghost orchid someone bought from Oak Hill Gardens for $12.50 (this is an example, it isn't necessarily the case). 

8. I have purchased plants on ebay, one from a former poster here and was very happy. Another I got terribly root rotted plants, and yet another failed to send me one of the plants I bid on (I bought several from him) and when I foolishly believed that this officer in our military would actually do as he said...well...I was burned, and wasn't able to do anything about it. 

9. Check the shipping charges. Are they in line? or are they excessive. How are the plants being shipped? Priority mail? If they are being shipped in cold weather, are heat packs going to be included at no extra cost? 

10. A number of well known orchid retailers/nurseries not only have Websites and traditional catalog sales, but also sell their plants on eBay. Check the retailer's websites to see what the going price is. Also, if they have an eBay store, see what the plant is selling for in the eBay store. 

11. Prevent yourself from getting excited and wound up in the bidding and only bid to what you are willing to spend...don't overspend. 

Ebay can be a great place to get plants, and it can be a bomb. Keeping this items in mind can help YOUR experience be a good one. Good luck bidding! 
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