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ALICEARA
Aliceara Pacific Nova ‘Okika’

We alicearas, which are occasionally 
known as Cambria Orchids, are mon-
grels of the botanical world, for we’re 
intergeneric hybrids that have been 
created by interbreeding orchids of the 
Brassia, Miltonia and Oncidium genera. 

Growing any of the numerous cul-
tivars of our genus is as easy as faking 
deafness when your mother-in-law in-
vites herself around for the weekend, 
providing we have conditions that are 
to our liking, and one thing we insist 
on is a location with light shade. We 
don’t object to a touch of early morn-

We orchids are a diverse group of 
plants that contains approximately 600 
genera, and although many of us can 
still be found in diverse natural habitats 
around the world, countless thousands 
of cultivars have been created, with 
many having highly complex names. 
The first part of any plant’s name is its 
genus. The second part of the name of 
any naturally occurring orchid is its 
species name, but for those that are 
man-made hybrids the second part 
of their name, which is known as the 
plant’s ‘grex,’ is the name given to it by 
its breeder. The third part, if it has one, 
is the name of the cultivar, and using 
this complex method it’s easy to identi-
fy a specific plant from its name alone. 
And while some of us have long names 
that are difficult to pronounce and even 
harder to remember, it’s the only way 
that each of us can be readily identified.

Most orchids are not as fussy as 
people often assume we might be, ex-
cept for one or two specific demands. 
And although we’ll happily grow out-
doors in a location where we’re shel-
tered from intense sunlight and are 
encouraged to grow in hollow logs or 
attached to tree trunks as orchids of-
ten are in their natural habitat, we can 
also be grown in containers to become 
valued indoor garden companions.

ing sunshine to provide the light we 
need to produce our flowers, but we 
don’t like to be kept in the dark, nor 
do we like to be exposed to long hours 
of harsh sunlight that will inevitably 
scorch our leathery dark green leaves. 

We have no qualms about growing 
outdoors in a warm frost-free envi-
ronment but with our pseudo bulbs 
susceptible to rotting if they become 
excessively wet we demand a growing 
medium with perfect drainage, yet with 
the ability to retain a touch of moisture. 
And a potting mix based on pine bark 
and sphagnum moss does the trick.

As individual plants we may be less 
than attractive for much of the year, but 
with an application of fertiliser every 3-4 
weeks we’ll eventually, in spring or ear-
ly summer, produce our strange flow-
ers that, with a dozen or more on a tall 
stem, last for several weeks. And the Pa-
cific Nova cultivar ‘Okika,’ with its vivid 
yellow perfumed flowers daubed with 
black patches is one of the best of us all.

Opposite page: Beallara Pacific 
Pastel ‘Mauna Loa’.

Above: Aliceara Pacific Nova ‘Okika’

BEALLARA
Beallara Pacific Pastel ‘Mauna Loa’
Beallara Tropic Tom ‘Pale Face’

Beallaras, like many orchids, are 
bitzas – bits of this and bits of that, 
for we’re hybrids that claim plants 
from four diverse genera as our par-
ents, but fortunately we’ve inherit-
ed the best characteristics of each of 
them. From our Odontoglossum and 
Cochlioda ancestors we’ve inherit-
ed the frilly edges that decorate the 
petals of our flowers, while Miltonia 
and Brassia species have bequeathed 
us their tolerance of warm weather. 

We’re fairly fastidious in our de-
mands and although we don’t mind a 
brief period of morning sun to provide 
the light we need to produce flowers, 
we’ll only be genuinely happy when the 
majority of every day is spent in light 
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shade. And to ensure that our pseudo 
bulbs neither become too wet and rot 
nor are deprived of moisture and shriv-
el up and die we need well-draining 
potting mix in which to grow. And with 
the gardener supplying us with a grow-
ing medium that’s a mixture of pine 
bark and sphagnum moss, providing a 
serving of fertiliser every 3-4 weeks, and 
ensuring that our roots are kept damp 
while we’re energetically growing and 
drier during winter months when we’re 
taking life easy, we’ve never felt better. 

In the author’s sub-tropical garden 
we have no complaints about spending 
our lives outdoors for there’s no chance 
of frost here, and with high humidity 
and ample room for air to waft around 
and among our leathery dark green 
lance-shaped leaves, the threat of con-
tracting any fungal or bacterial disease 
has almost been obliterated.  

We’ve got no complaints about 
growing in a cooler climate either, pro-
viding we’re allowed to live indoors 
or in the comfort of a well-ventilat-

ed greenhouse. And in spring or early 
summer, if we’ve received all the TLC 
that we demand, we’ll produce tall 
stems that each bear a dozen or more 
lightly perfumed flowers that are guar-
anteed to make us the centre of atten-
tion during their lifespan of 3-4 weeks.

Pacific Pastel ‘Mauna Loa,’ with 
its white petals daubed with dark 
red is a most attractive character, 
but in the author’s garden it’s Tropic 
Tom ‘Pale Face,’ with its cream pet-
als with their random orange patches 
that’s takes the prize for good looks.

Above: Beallara Tropic Tom ‘Pale 
Face’ 

BRASSOLAELIOCATTLEYA
Brassolaeliocattleya Tian Mu 'Orglades 
Grand' 
Brassolaeliocattleya Alma Kee ‘Tip 
Malee’

The name of our genus is complex 
enough to have even the most skilled 
of linguists tongue-tied. With the real-
isation that it’s a name compiled from 

each of the three genera that are our 
ancestors, Brassavola, Cattleya, and 
Laelia, it’s not so hard to remember, 
but for those who still regard our mon-
iker as being far from easy to recall, 
we’re simply known as BLC orchids, 
and nothing could be easier than that.

We really don’t care what people call 
us, for anyone with more than the intel-
ligence of a stale cheese sandwich would 
have to agree that we’re among the most 
glamorous and most admired of all or-
chids, and when the two members of our 
genus that thrive in the author’s garden 
burst into bloom the gardener can’t take 
her eyes off us, and we mesmerise her 
with our vivid and contrasting colours.

We’re quite content to grow in con-
tainers that are in locations that suit 
our specific requirements for light and 
shade. A warm and humid environment 
with early morning sunlight and light 
shade for the rest of the day is what we 
demand, and a potting mix that’s pri-
marily a blend of pine bark and sphag-
num moss satisfies our needs. As plants 
that are highly susceptible to root rot it’s 
imperative that our roots are allowed 
to dry out for a brief period between 
each application of water, and with the 
gardener providing us with a regular 
monthly feast of fertiliser we reward 
her, in autumn and winter, with dis-
plays of our glorious perfumed flowers. 

Brassolaeliocattleya Alma Kee ‘Tip 
Malee,’ with it large vivid yellow flow-
ers, that each has a bright red lip is 
unquestionably stunning, and some 
people will no doubt argue that it takes 
the prize for good looks, but I, B. Tian 
Mu 'Orglades Grand,' beg to differ. 

With my stark white petals, a magen-
ta red lip and a yellow throat, the gar-
dener simply can’t take her eyes off me, 
so for 3-4 weeks while my flowers sur-
vive I become her most cherished com-
panion and am transported to the patio, 
the focal point of family life, so I can 
be admired every moment of the day.

On my most recent visit to the pa-
tio I was admired during the night 
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too - by a possum that assumed that 
my petals would make a tasty snack. 
Rudely dislodged from a shelf and 
knocked into an indoor pool I spent 
the night submerged in the water, and 
was grateful when, as dawn arrived, 
the gardener came to my rescue. And 
with only one of my large flowers de-
stroyed, I lived to do my duty and en-
thral the gardener with my annual 
spectacle of beauty for many more days.

Top: Brassolaeliocattleya Tian Mu 
‘Orglades Grand’.

Bottom: Brassolaeliocattleya Alma 
Kee ‘Tip Malee’.
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Above: Brassolaeliocattleya Alma 
Kee ‘Tip Malee’.

CYMBIDIUM
Cymbidium. canaliculatum
Common name: Banana Orchid, 
Queensland Black Orchid
Cymbidium Mary Green ‘Cutie Pie’
Cymbidium Tethys ‘Eight Carat’

With more than 50 species inhabit-
ing sub-tropical and tropical regions of 
Asia and Australia and countless culti-
vars having been produced we cymbid-
iums have become one of the most wide-
ly cultivated group of orchids. Some 
produce clusters of blooms in the most 
gaudy of colours, from vivid pink, red 
and yellow, to mauve and purple, and 
I admit that I, Cymbidium canalicula-
tum, can’t compete with the glamorous 
appearance of other cymbidiums that, 
like me, reside in the author’s garden.

Fortunately I have other charac-
teristics that give me a warm feeling 
of superiority. To begin with, I’m an 
Australian native species with my nat-
ural habitat being within dry wood-
lands in an extensive area that stretches 
from northern Queensland to central 

New South Wales, and that includes 
the northern region of the Northern 
Territory and the Kimberley region 
of Western Australia. And that means 
that I’m perfectly adapted for surviv-
al in some harsh climatic conditions. 

The gardener has no need to con-
fine me to a pot, for I’m a native resi-
dent of  the bushland surrounding her 
garden and when, several years ago, a 
wild storm brought down the branches 
of a dead tree to which I’d become at-
tached, I was transported to the garden 
and have lived here happily ever since.

With the segment of a branch to 
which I’m still growing having been 
placed in a lightly shaded position 
where the searing rays of the mid-day 
sun never touch me. I’ve got no com-
plaints at all. The decaying timber 
provides the perfect drainage that I 
require and, being extremely drought 
tolerant, I never demand any more wa-
ter than that which falls from the sky, 

 My large clusters of flowers, which I 
produce in spring, are cream with dark 
brown blotches – or dark brown with 

cream blotches, and what they lack 
in size they make up for in quantity. 

The name ‘Cymbidium’ is derived 
from the Latin word ‘cymba’ which re-
fers to a bowl or a boat, and although 
the lip of my flowers and those of 
most other species bears the shape of 
a bowl, it takes more than a tad of im-
agination to conjure up the image of 
a boat. Despite this, we cymbidiums 
are often referred to as ‘boat orchids.’ 

Most cymbidiums ultimately de-
velop into large clumps that can be up 
to 60cm high and produce racemes of 
flowers that can be more than 60cm 
long. The stems of our long-lasting 
flowers, which are often perfumed, 
sprout from the base of the most re-
cently produced pseudo bulbs, with 
our blooms encompassing a wide range 
of colours, everything other than blue.  

Some people claim that cymbid-
iums are fussy characters, and per-
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haps we are in some respects. The 
right amount of light and moisture are 
the two most critical factors for our 
survival, and in the author’s garden, 
where we’re treated like royalty, we’ve 
got exactly what we require to grow 
and bloom well. We’re thriving in the 
dappled shade provided by trees where 
the gentle sunlight of morning touch-
es our foliage and where we’re shel-
tered from the burning rays of the mid 
day sun that would scorch our leaves. 

We’ll tolerate some degree of cold 

weather, but in regions where the win-
ter becomes just too nippy for comfort 
we’ll be quite content in an indoor en-
vironment, providing we have the am-
ple light that we require to flower well.

Cymbidiums are found, in their nat-
ural habitat, growing in trees, on rocks, 
and even on the ground and good drain-
age that replicates such conditions is 
essential to prevent our roots from rot-
ting, and when our lot in life means that 
we’re confined to a container a potting 
mix that consists primarily of large piec-

es of bark does the job quite admirably.
We appreciate a feast of fertiliser 

every 3-4 weeks to ensure we produce 
new growth and an abundance of flow-
ers, and we need good air circulation 
around us to reduce the risk of fungal 
diseases. And when we get a bit too 
big for our pots each clump can easi-
ly be divided up to create new plants.

Cymbidium Tethys ‘Eight Carat,’ 

Above left: Cymbidium Tethys ‘Eight 
Carat’.

Above and top right: Cymbidium. 
canaliculatum
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with its golden brown to orange flowers 
that each has a dark red lip, can justifia-
bly regard itself as glamorous, but it’s C. 
Mary Green ‘Cutie Pie,’ with its creamy 
white flowers that each sport a vivid 
red lip that is the gardener’s favourite.

Top left: Cymbidium Mary Green 
‘Cutie Pie’.

Bottom left: Cymbidium Tethys 
‘Eight Carat’.

DENDROBIUM
Dendrobium Bernadette ‘Cheunsangon’
Dendrobium Elegant Smile ‘Red Crest’
Dendrobium louisae
Dendrobium striaenopsis

The genus Dendrobium, which 
contains more than 1,200 species and 
many cultivars, is one of the largest of 
all groups of orchids. It’s a genus that 
was first formally described in 1799, so 
we can proudly boast that we’ve been 
admired for a very long time and our 
popularity with gardeners never wanes.

The name of our genus is de-
rived from two ancient Greek words 
- ‘dendron,’ meaning a tree, and ‘bio’ 
meaning life, a reference to the fact 
that the majority of species are tree 
dwelling plants, although many 
thrive on nothing other than rocks.

With the natural habitat of dend-
robiums extending from southern and 
eastern Asia, to New Guinea, some 
Pacific islands, and Australia, we’re at 
home in an astounding diversity of en-
vironments that include mountains, 
tropical rainforests, and arid areas.

We grow from pseudo bulbs that 
develop long cane-like stems on which 
flower spikes are ultimately produced, 
and although we’re not particularly ap-
pealing plants for much of the year, we’re 
impossible to ignore when we finally 
burst into bloom. But if conditions are 
not to our liking we’ll stubborn refuse to 
flower and will remain as far from beau-
tiful as a pair of grey flannel knickers.

We need a potting mix that doesn’t 
include any soil, and will grow well in 
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a mixture of pebbles and coconut fibre 
that has the perfect drainage that emu-
lates that of our natural arboreal or rocky 
habitat. During our growing period we 
appreciate having our roots moist, but 
won’t complain if, when we’re taking it 
easy and not actively growing, they are 
allowed to dry out for a short while.

If given a little fertiliser every 2-3 
weeks during our growing period we’ll 
be most appreciative, but what real-
ly needs to be spot on to ensure that 
we’re on our best behaviour is our lo-
cation. We’ll grow in a poorly lit site, 
but will be reluctant to flower there, 
so it’s imperative that we have ample 
light, although we must be protected 
from the direct rays of the sun dur-
ing the hottest part of the day to en-
sure that our leaves are not singed.

We don’t enjoy cold weather and al-
though we demand warmth and high 
humidity during our growing period 
we’ll cope with cooler and drier condi-
tions during other times of the year. In 
regions with cold climates we’re happy 
to take up residence indoors, provid-
ing we have plenty of light and ade-
quate air movement around our foliage.

We don’t like our roots to become 
too wet, we don’t like to be too hot, 
and we certainly don’t like to be too 

Top left: Dendrobium louisae 

Bottom left: Dendrobium Elegant 
Smile ‘Red Crest’.

Top right: Dendrobium Bernadette 
‘Cheunsangon’
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cold, but what we fear the most is the 
dreaded dendrobium beetle. A small 
Australian native insect that’s bright 
orange with black spots, it looks harm-
less enough, but it likes to feast on the 
leaves, flowers and buds of primarily 
dendrobium orchids. It’s most con-
spicuous during the warmest months 
of the year, and can be very destruc-
tive, but the gardener, never one to kill 
one of Mother Nature’s little creatures, 
keeps her fingers crossed that some 
of the garden’s many species of birds 
will consider the dendrobium beetle 
to be a tasty snack and thus limit the 
threat to her favoured group of orchids.

The flowers of dendrobiums come 
in a wide range of colours, from 
white, green and yellow to pink and 
purple, often with contrasting col-
ours. Some produce very long-lasting 
flowers, while the blooms of others 
last only for a few days but, if con-

ditions are right some plants may 
flower several times during the year.

Dendrobium bigibbum, the Cook-
town Orchid that is the floral emblem 
of Queensland, is one of the most rec-
ognisable members of our genus, and 
although it’s gained its share of fame, 
its relatives that thrive in the author’s 
garden indisputably rival its beauty.

One of the best of the bunch is 
Dendrobium Bernadette ‘Cheunsan-
gon’ that, with its vivid red flowers 
that’s almost pipped at the post in the 
glamour stakes by D. Elegant Smile 
‘Red Crest’ that has gaudy magen-
ta flowers with a bright yellow throat. 
The attractive pink and white flowers 
of D. louisae never fail to attract at-
tention either and, together with the 
bright pink blooms of Dendrobium 
striaenopsis, they ensure that our ge-
nus of orchids are love unconditionally.

Top left: Dendrobium striaenopsis

EPIDENDRUM
Epidendrum ibaguense 
Common name: Crucifix Orchid
 There are more than 1,500 spe-

cies within our genus, and although 
some grow on the ground and others 
thrive on rocks, the majority are ep-
iphytic species, plants that grow on 
trees. They’re native to tropical and 
sub-tropical regions of the Americas 
and are found, in the wild, in a diverse 
range of environments, with some 
growing in the Andes Mountains at 
altitudes of up to 3,000 metres, while 
others flourish in jungles, rainforests 
and desolate arid regions.  
 Some epidendrums are regard-

ed as being very difficult to grow in 
cultivation, but not me, Epidendrum 
ibaguense, for I’m the weed of the 
orchid world, or at least that’s how 
the gardener regards me, though 
with more than a tad of affection. 
My flowers might not be as large 

and spectacular of those of many 
other orchids, but it’s my adaptabil-
ity, my resilience and my less than 
fastidious attitude that have made 
me one of her favourite orchids.
 I’ll happily adapt to life on the trunk 

of a tree, in a garden bed, or in a con-
tainer providing the soil or the potting 
mix has the excellent drainage that is 
my only demand. I’ll thrive in either a 
sunlit location or in the darkest shad-
ows, but my preference is for a spot 
with light shade and a little morning 
sunshine to encourage me to pro-
duce a mass of flowers. And although 
I never complain if I receive a little 
water, I don’t have any complaints if, 
during a drought, I receive none at all.
 My small flowers, which can be or-

ange, yellow, pink, red, white or mauve,  
and that are borne in large clusters at 
the end of tall cane-like stems, are ex-
tremely long-lasting, and some plants, 
particularly the most common orange 
flowering variety that is the most vigor-
ous of us all, bloom almost all year long. 
When I grow too vigorously and dare 

to sprawl out across pathways I know 
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I’m for the chop, but that’s something 
that I look forward too as a reward 
rather than a punishment, for each sev-
ered stem that has aerial roots thrives, 
even when casually tossed onto the 
ground or onto a heap of garden de-
bris that’s intended to be added to 
the compost bin at some time in the 
future. Every piece takes root wher-
ever it falls and the gardener’s never 

hard-hearted enough to rip the new 
plants up and destroy them for she val-
ues the colour that epidendrums add 
to the landscape. The more the merri-
er is her motto where I am concerned.

Above - all images: Epidendrum 
ibaguense 

GUARIANTHE
Guarianthe bowringiana syn. Cattleya 
bowringiana

I’m a native of Central America, of 
Guatemala and Belize where I’ll grow 
in a wide range of environments. Sun-
lit rocks, the rugged faces of cliffs, 
the sandy banks of fast flowing riv-
ers and streams where I’m continually 
drenched with spray, and the trunks and 
forks of trees beneath a shading forest 
canopy are all places that I call home. 
In cultivation I require similar condi-
tions to those I appreciate in my home-
land, and that means that I need plenty 
of sun to flower well, shelter from the 
harsh rays of the mid-day sun, plen-
ty of air circulation around my dark 
green leathery leaves, a warm climate 
with high humidity, and most impor-
tantly a growing position where my 
roots can receive some moisture, yet 
be allowed to dry out between appli-
cations of water, and a growing medi-
um that has the perfect drainage that 
ensures that my roots never become 
excessively wet and at risk of rotting. 
And just to ensure that I’m in opti-
mum health, I appreciate a weekly ap-
plication of fertiliser during my main 
growing and flowering season that ex-
tends from spring until late autumn.
When I’m on the eve of opening my 
flower buds the gardener becomes im-
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patient to see my latest display of vivid 
purple blooms, and with a dozen or more 
long-lasting flowers on each stem she’s 
always pleased with my performance. 

Top: Dendrobium striaenopsis

Right: Guaritonia ‘Why Not’

GUARITONIA
Guaritonia ‘Why Not’ syn. Cattleytonia 
‘Why Not’

I’m an intergeneric orchid, the 
offspring of Broughtonia sanguinea  
and Cattleya auriantica with the for-
mer being my most dominant parent 
from which I’ve inherited my small 
stature and the vibrant colour of my 
flowers. And with many Broughto-
nias being species that are native to 
islands such as Cuba and Jamaica, 
I’ve inherited a need for a warm cli-
mate and a humid atmosphere too.

Given the right conditions I’ll put 
on a wonderful floral display several 
times a year and produce clusters of 
deep red flowers that each have a viv-
id yellow throat and a yellow and red 
striped lip. But if conditions are not 
exactly as I demand then there’s a good 
chance that I’ll exit this world as quick-

ly as a politician’s election eve promise. 
I’m happily growing in a container 

that’s perched on a stone wall beneath 
lofty trees that generously offer me the 
shade I require – shade that’s not too 
dark, that is freckled with light, and 
that does not allow the harsh rays of 
mid-day sunlight to reach down and 
scorch my leathery dark green leaves. 
With a well-draining potting mix of 
pebbles and large pieces of bark my 
roots never become excessively wet 
and at risk of rotting, and with a feast 
of fertiliser every week or two during 
my main growing season I’m doing 
well and gradually, silently, unobserved 
by the gardener, I’m making my way 
out of my pot and attaching my roots 
to an adjacent tree trunk where I’ll be 
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happy to spend the rest of my days.
I’m only a little fella that reaches 

a height of around 30cm, but being 
easy to grow and routinely producing 
large clusters of my stunning flowers 
the gardener is always impressed. But 
will she be so happy when she real-
ises that I’ve got itchy feet and am se-
cretively plotting to escape from the 
confines of my pot? I’m sure she’ll 
simply be content to let me spread my 
roots as far as I wish. And why not? 

MILTONIOPSIS
Common name: Pansy Orchid
Miltoniopsis In The Pink ‘Voluptuous’

The 6 species of my genus 
are found, in the wild, in sev-
eral South American countries.

The gardener, having heard that we 
are not among the easiest of orchids to 
grow in cultivation, was initially reluc-
tant to invite me into her garden, but 
after a few seconds gazing at one of my 
beautiful flowers her reluctance and 
trepidation crumbled. She carefully car-
ried me home and has never regretted 
her decision, despite the fact that I really 
am one of the most fastidious of plants.

I and others of my genus have a long 
list of demands, and an equally long 
list of things that we vehemently dis-
like. On the negative side, I won’t tol-
erate either full sun or deep shade, and 
I don’t appreciate either extremely high 
or extremely low temperatures. I in-
sist on being in an environment where 
the temperature is just warm enough 
or just cool enough to be comfortable 
without being either scorching hot or 
icy cold. I need adequate light to grow 
and flower well but not excessive sun-
light that will singe my foliage, and I 
demand a relatively humid environ-
ment that can mean regularly spraying 
my leaves with a light mist of water.

In common with other orchids 
my survival relies on a well-drain-
ing potting mix, preferably a blend of 
fine bark and charcoal, to ensure that 
my roots remain damp yet never wet. 
And if the potting mix is replenished 
every year, before it decays and be-

Left: Miltoniopsis In The Pink 
‘Voluptuous’.

Below: Oncidium ‘Heaven Scent 
Redolence’.

comes too soggy, that’s another step 
towards guaranteeing my survival.

Miltoniopsis species, which are 
commonly referred to as Pansy Or-
chids, produce pseudo bulbs, each 
of which has a single leathery leaf at 
its top, and that ultimately develops 
long-lasting flowers that can be in a 
range of colours, from yellow, pink 
and red to purple and white. And I, 
M. In The Pink ‘Voluptuous’, display 
all those colours in one single bloom. 
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ONCIDIUM
Oncidium Heaven Scent ‘Redolence’
Common name: Dancing Lady Orchid

The more than 300 species with-
in the genus Oncidium are all na-
tive to the South American con-
tinent where most grow on trees, 
while a few are terrestrial species.

There are many cultivars available, 
in addition to the numerous naturally 
occurring species, and although none 
can boast of having enormous blooms, 
there’s something else that all have in 
common. They are all extremely easy to 
grow and are among the least demand-
ing of all orchids, and that’s good news, 
particularly for gardeners with limited 
experience in cultivating any of this 
amazing and diverse group of plants.

No one would argue with my claim 
that I, Oncidium Heaven Scent ‘Redo-
lence’, am one of the most outstanding 
members of my genus, and although 
my individual red and white flow-
ers, in common with all oncidiums, 
are relatively small, each flower stem 
bears 20 or more blooms that create 
a glorious floral display. And I attract 
admirers with the bonus of perfume 
that adds the aroma of vanilla blended 
with chocolate to the air. A single clus-
ter of flowers brings me acclaim, but if 
left undisturbed I get better and better 
as every year passes, and as I increase 
in size and produce an ever-increas-
ing number of flower stems I become 
an unrivalled celebrity in the garden.

Over the years, having grown vig-
orously, I’ve routinely clambered out of 
every container to which the gardener 
once assumed I’d remained confined, 
but rather than allowing me to go my 
way, the gardener’s divided my ever-ex-
panding clumps to create new plants. 
I’m thrilled that she’s done so, for with 
my offspring comfortably established 
in the hollows of tree stumps and in 
the forks of lofty trees, we oncidiums 
are gradually populating the garden. 

Here, in a region with a warm, hu-
mid frost-free climate and where I’m 
sheltered from strong winds and in-
tense sunlight, I’m perfectly content 

to grow outdoors, but I’d be just as 
happy if asked to grow in an indoor 
environment, particularly in a cool-
er and less amenable climate. And all 
I’d need to be on my best behaviour 
is a potting mix that has the excellent 
drainage that all oncidiums encoun-
ter in their natural arboreal habitats.

Above and opposite page: 
Phalaenopsis orchids.

PHALAENOPSIS
Common name: Moth Orchid

We Phalaenopsis orchids, which are 
found, in the wild, in a vast region that 
extends from India to southern China, 
Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines 
and New Guinea, and that is represent-

ed in Australia by a single species that’s 
endemic to Queensland, are readily 
recognisable by our flowers that are in 
an almost flattened form. 

The name of our genus is derived 
from an ancient Greek word referring 
to a moth that presumably was what 
our flowers represented to the person 
who was responsible for christening us 
and who must have had a vivid imagi-
nation.

There are 70 species within our ge-
nus and many thousands of cultivars, 
and we’re well represented in the au-
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thor’s garden.
We’re relatively easy to grow, pro-

viding a few rules are adhered to, and 
although some of us are as happy as 
wasps in a jam factory in our varied lo-
cations in the forked branches of some 
of the garden’s trees and in hollow logs, 
others have no complaints about being 
confined to containers and receive a 
great boost to their ego when, as their 
gaudy flowers appear, they’re invited to 
spend some time indoors or on the pa-
tio where they can be admired all day 
long.

While we can tolerate temperatures 
that are as low as 5 degrees, we don’t 
appreciate excessively hot weather, and 
insist on being grown in a location that 
has light shade and where we’re protect-
ed from the direct rays of sunlight that 
would scorch our leathery dark green 
leaves. 

A well-draining potting mix based 
on sphagnum moss and finely shred-
ded bark suits us to perfection, but we 
need to be repotted every 2-3 years as 
the potting mix decays and becomes 
too soggy for our comfort. 

Unlike many other genera of orchids 
we rarely outgrow our pots as, rather 
than spreading outwards, we develop a 
central stem that grows upwards with 
flower buds and roots developing along 
it. 

If our roots become excessively wet 
death may not be far away, but we don’t 
like our roots to become too dry either. 
The secret to success in growing Phal-
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aenopsis orchids is to ensure that our 
roots are kept moist, and as we appre-
ciate a humid atmosphere, the use of a 
spray bottle to regularly apply a gentle 
mist to our foliage and any exposed 
roots will ensure that we’re as satisfied 
with our situation as a family of vam-
pires in a blood bank.A serving of fer-
tiliser every 2-3 weeks helps to keep us 
growing well and encourages us to pro-
duce flowers that, from the gardener’s 
perspective, are the only reason for our 
existence. And if I’m honest, it’s only 
when we’re flowering that we have any 
hope of looking even a tad more inter-
esting than a vase of dead geraniums.

Our long-lasting flowers, which 
come in a range of colours, from yellow 
and white to pink and purple, are often 
streaked or spotted with contrasting 
hues and are occasionally scented. 

It’s normal practice to snip the flow-
er stems from plants when all their 
blooms have died, but that’s not some-
thing that should be done as far as we 
are concerned. If the flower stems are 
still green when every flower has died 
there’s a good chance that the stem will 
eventually produce additional flowers, 
so cutting it off prematurely is definitely 
not the best practice.

Tiny plantlets, which are known as 
keikis, sometimes form on our flower 
stems, and the gardener keeps an eye 
of their progress, for once a few strong 
roots and some leaves have developed 
the stem and its tiny orchid can be cut 
off and planted to become the newest 
member of the ever-increasing com-
munity of orchids within the garden. 

SPATHOGLOTTIS
Spathoglottis plicata
Common name: Philippine Ground 
Orchid

I’m a native of tropical and sub-trop-
ical regions of Asia and also thrive on 
some Pacific islands, and as a resident 
of northern Queensland too I can 
honestly claim to be a true blue Aussie. 

Everone loves me, but in some 
places, including islands of the Car-
ibbean, and in Florida and Hawaii, 
locations to which I was imported 
many years ago, I’ve outworn my wel-
come for I’ve colonised wide areas 
of land and have even been declared 
an environmental weed in Hawaii.

The gardener thinks of me as a 
weed too, though not in any deroga-
tory sense of the word. I simply grow 
as prolifically as some weed species 
but I’m much better looking and far 
more welcome in the garden than more 
familiar plants within this category.

In my natural habitat I’m an ever-
green terrestrial species that thrives in 
moist areas close to swamps and streams, 
and in the garden I’ve been allocated a 
similar situation beside a pond where 
a fountain gently splashes cool water 
onto my narrow light green foliage.

I’m still an orchid don’t for-
get, and that means that I demand 
well-draining soil that will never al-
low my roots to become excessively 
wet, for if the ground should become 
saturated my roots and my clusters 
of pseudo bulbs would rot and I’d 
promptly take my leave of the world.

I need plenty of light to grow and flow-
er well, but I need to be protected from 
harsh sunlight that will scorch my leaves. 

It was one of the most obvious fea-
tures of my leaves that gave birth to 
the name of my species, for the Lat-
in word ‘plicata’ means ‘folded’, a 
reference to the pleated appearance 
of my foliage that, when I’m grow-
ing in a large clump, can be mistaken 
for thick blades of grass as I lie con-

Above: Phalaenopsis orchids.
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cealed among other low vegetation.
My clusters of small vivid purple 

flowers make me more conspicuous 
when they appear from spring through 
to autumn. When my blooms have 
had their day the gardener knows she 
must remain alert, and as soon as my 

seed pods develop she snips them off 
before they can burst open and spread 
their tiny seeds to places where my 
offspring would be as welcome as a 
swarm of wasps in a nudist colony.

During winter, in times when I’ve 
developed into a sprawling clump and 

am taking life easy, the gardener di-
vides up my pseudo bulbs to plant a 
few elsewhere, for although there’s a 
wild side to my character, she’s hap-
py to allow me to reside in sever-
al areas of the garden, as long as it’s 
only where she choses to plant me.

Top left:  Phalaenopsis orchid.

Bottom left: Spathoglottis plicata

VANDA
Vanda coerulea ‘Arambeen’

Vanda orchids are na-
tive to tropical Asia and love a 
hot and humid environment.  

I, Vanda coerulea ‘Arambeen’, am the 
only one of my genus in the author’s gar-
den and I’m doing very well ta very much. 

In the wild my relatives grow in trees 
or on rocks where there’s little if any 
soil or other growing medium. All they 
need is something to grasp with their 
tenacious roots, and that’s all I want too.

The gardener has done her best 
to replicate the natural conditions 
that members of my genus de-
mand, and I appreciate her efforts, 
but I’m not one to do as I’m told.

Some species of Vandas require 
bright light and plenty of sun to thrive, 
but not me. I want light shade and pro-
tection from any direct sunlight that 
would burn my thick strap-like leaves, 
and that’s exactly what the gardener has 
provided. She’s planted me in a con-
tainer with potting mix that consists of 
large pieces of bark and pebbles, a blend 
that retains no moisture and that keeps 
my roots damp but never excessively 
wet. She’s ensured, by giving me a light 
spray of water during the hottest days 
of summer, that I live in a pleasantly 
humid atmosphere, and she’s provided 
me with fertiliser every 2-3 weeks, and 
although I’ve routinely produced my 
large and glorious flowers that are pur-
ple speckled with white, I’ve recently 
decided that it’s time I was on the move.

I’m a wild character at heart, and no 
one’s going to keep me in captivity when 
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there are places to explore. I’ve sent out 
some strong aerial roots, left my pot far 
behind, and am heading up the trunk of 
an adjacent tree in an attempt to grow 
exactly as Mother Nature intended. I’m 
holding on tightly to my silent host, 
and the gardener, curious as to how far 
I might wander, has allowed me to have 
free rein to travel wherever I wish to go. 

If I’d been a captive in a cooler climat-
ic region I’d have had to accept life as an 
indoor plant, for we Vandas cannot tol-
erate cold weather, but while I’m free to 
explore my corner of the garden I’ll en-
joy life and continue to reward the gar-
dener for her tolerance of my behaviour 
with flowers that really are spectacular.

VANILLA 
Vanilla planifolia
Common name: Vanilla orchid

Most people are familiar with my 
name and with the flavour of vanil-
la that’s an ingredient of some 18,000 
food products but few know the sto-
ry of my rise to fame or would rec-
ognise my foliage, my flowers, or 
the large pods that enclose the seeds 
from which vanilla is produced. 

I’m a native of Mexico and Central 
America, an orchid that grows as a 
vigorous twining vine, and it was the 
Spanish conquistadors who arrived in 
my homeland in the early 16th century 
who introduced my species to Europe. 

My ancestors were lovingly cultivat-

ed in botanical gardens in France and 
England, but never produced any seeds. 
The reason remained a mystery for cen-
turies until, in 1836, a Belgian horti-
culturist discovered that vanilla flow-
ers are pollinated by birds and insects 
that are found only in South America. 

Five years later, on the Indi-
an Ocean island of Reunion, a boy 
named Edmond Albius developed 
the laborious method of hand-polli-
nating vanilla, and it’s a method that’s 
still used today with the vast majority 
of the vanilla produced commercial-
ly being as a result of hand-pollina-
tion of the short-loved flowers that 
are only produced once each year.

Plants take up to four years to reach 
maturity and it’s 9 months after the 
flowers have been pollinated that the 
green seed pods can be picked. They 
must then be cured and dried using 
a process that can take up to 30 days.

 Approximately 6 kilos of green 
vanilla beans are needed to produce 
one kilo of processed vanilla, and 
in good times it’s a valuable prod-
uct that sells for $AU600-800 a kilo.

Approximately 80 per cent of the 
world’s vanilla crop is grown in Mad-
agascar but less than 1 per cent of the 
global supply of vanilla flavouring is 
actually derived from vanilla beans. 
The majority of the vanillin, the dom-
inant compound that gives vanilla its 
distinctive aroma and that’s used to 
flavour everything from ice cream to 
toothpaste, is obtained from guaiacol 
that’s synthesized from petrochemicals. 

The vanilla orchid is commercially 
cultivated in many warm climate coun-
tries, and a few years ago the garden-
er acquired a small plant at a country 
market. I was nothing more than a 
small and shrivelled cutting that was 
erroneously sold as a rooted plant, but 
that deception was no hindrance to 
my survival, for given the right condi-
tions, we vanilla orchids are incredibly 
tough and resilient, and I soon made 
myself at home in the damp and shad-
ed rainforest section of the garden. 

Above: Vanda coerulea ‘Arambeen’
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With eagerness to explore my new 
environment it wasn’t long before I’d 
left my pot behind and clambered 
up the trunk of a nearby tree, and up 
and up I went until the gardener was 
almost frustrated enough to hack me 
down to size, particularly after I’d 
flowered and my lovely pale green-
ish yellow flowers had remained al-
most out of sight in the forest canopy.

My descendants, easily propagat-
ed from cuttings, have the same ad-
venturous spirit and, although the 
gardener does her best to encour-
age us all to grow only at lower lev-
els where our attractive blooms are 
clearly visible, we maintain our fre-
netic activity and keep her perpetual-
ly frustrated by our errant behaviour.

We appreciate well-draining soil 
or a potting mix that guarantees 
that our roots never become exces-
sively wet, and we’re happiest when 
planted in a lightly shaded loca-

tion where the mid-day sun cannot 
burn our tough dark green foliage.

If our flowers are ever with-
in reach, the gardener hopes to try 
her hand at pollinating our beauti-
ful blooms and perhaps ultimately 
creating a taste of paradise, but until 
then she’ll just have to crane her neck 
and peer skywards to see the beau-
ty of vanilla orchids as we continue 
on our way towards the forest canopy.

Above: Flower and foliage of Vanilla 
planifolia

VUYLSTEKEARA
Vuylstekeara Jerry Lawless ‘Golden 
Gate’
Common name: Cambria Orchid

There’s nothing natural about me, 
for I have never felt the freedom of 
growing in the wild. My genus was cre-
ated in a laboratory in 1911, as a result 
of interbreeding between three orchid 
genera Cochlioda, Miltonia and Odon-

toglossum. And the name of our genus 
honours our creator, Charles Vuylsteke.

Vuylstekearais is not the easiest of 
names to remember or to pronounce, 
and we’re often known colloquial-
ly as Cambria Orchids, which can 
be rather confusing in some situa-
tions as it’s a name used in reference 
to many other intergeneric orchids. 

We’re not the most common of or-
chids and we need plenty of TLC to 
guarantee that we will grow and flow-
er well, and I certainly can’t complain, 
for as the only one of my genus in the 
author’s garden I’m given regal treat-
ment and I show my appreciation 
with an annual display of my dazzling 
and long-lasting magenta and white 
flowers that emit a subtle perfume.

In a cool climate I’d be more than 
happy to grow indoors in a location 
where air could move freely around my 
foliage and any exposed roots, but in 
the warm climate of the author’s garden 
I’ve got everything I need to remain as 
contented as a weevil in a sack of flour. 
Both subdued light and dappled shade 
touch my foliage but I’m never subject-
ed to the harsh and burning rays of the 
mid-day sun. My roots are moist and 
cosy in a potting mix that’s primary fine 
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pieces of bark, and during hot weather 
the gardener sprays my foliage with a 
gentle mist of water to ensure that the 
air has the humidity that I demand.

I don’t mind being allowed to be-
come almost dry for a brief while be-
tween applications of water, although 
I insist on having a little more mois-
ture when my new shoots are growing 
and less when my pseudo bulbs have 
developed. With a serving of fertil-
iser every 3-4 weeks life here seems 
perfect, and if I’m repotted every 2-3 
years, with old and soggy potting mix 
replaced with fresh and well-draining 
bark, I’ve got no reason to complain.

WILSONARA
Wilsonara Joe Vanilla ‘First Out’

Like all members of my genus I’m a 
real mongrel, but as an intergeneric hy-
brid that was created from the union of 
three orchid genera, Cochlioda, Odon-
toglossum and Oncidium, I’m proud of 
who I am, for I’ve inherited the best char-
acteristics of each of my three parents.

One of my most important claims 
is that I, in common with all Wil-
sonaras, am relatively easy to grow 
providing I’m positioned in a lightly 
shaded spot where the summer sun 
won’t singe my foliage. I must have a 
well-draining potting mix, one that’s 
primarily of fine bark and that will en-
sure that my roots never become ex-
cessively wet and in danger of rotting. 

Left: Vuylstekeara Jerry Lawless 
‘Golden Gate’.

Opposite page: Wilsonara Joe 
Vanilla ‘First Out’

And when my roots are almost dry all 
I need is a small amount of water to 
keep them moist and cool once again.

A warm and humid climate is just 
my cup of tea, and while conditions in 
the author’s garden are quite appropri-
ate for my growth and survival, I’ll only 
survive as an indoor plant in colder and 
dryer climate where I’ll require a reg-
ular dousing with a misting spray of 
water to maintain the level of humidity 
that I demand if expected to grow well 
and to produce the sprays of small yet 
vivid red and white flowers that make 
me the best looking mongrel around.

And the gardener’s discovered that, 
with a dose of fertilizer every 2-3 weeks 
and being repotted every 2-3 years 
and provided with new potting mix 
that never becomes overly wet, I’m 
a more than acceptable companion.
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