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Introduction



When you shop at a garden center, the orchids in bloom are unmistakable. The foliage appears tough but looks somehow tropical, and the flowers are immediately arresting, with their strange form, subtlety of color, and compelling perfume. If you want to bring these beauties home with you but worry that you won’t be able to keep them alive or make them flower, think again. Many orchids are no more difficult to care for than the average houseplant. The information in this bulletin will help you choose the right variety and help it thrive on your home windowsill. So get ready to bring home some exotica!




Diversity Is What Makes Them “Easy Care”


The Orchid family is one of the oldest and largest in the plant kingdom. It has hundreds of genera and thousands of species. Hybrids made from these species number in the hundreds of thousands. Orchids’ natural ranges are primarily in the tropical and sub-tropical regions of the world, but there are plenty of species indigenous to the temperate and even subpolar regions.


This broad diversity is good news for the amateur orchid grower; the flowers’ cultural requirements vary so much that there is sure to be at least one variety of orchid that will thrive on your windowsill. This bulletin will not only introduce you to orchids that will do well in your conditions of light and temperature but also help you keep these orchids flowering year after year. When properly cared for, orchids grow and flower for decades.




Light and Temperature: The Keys to Growing Orchids Successfully


Like all plants, orchids need light to grow; the trick is to have the right amount of light. Since most orchids grown as houseplants originate from the tropics, the optimal day length is generally a consistent 12 hours of light, followed by 12 hours of darkness. To begin the bloom sequence, most orchids need a slightly greater intensity of light than they normally require. For example, the popular Phalaenopsis, or moth orchid, normally prefers bright, indirect light, but in the fall months it requires brighter light to stimulate the bloom sequence that results in flowers the following winter or spring.




The Leaf Test


Your plant’s leaves will tell you when they are at an optimal temperature for growth. They will be slightly warm to the touch; that is, their internal temperature will be about 100–105°F. If leaves become too warm, they can burn or at least grow more slowly than they would at their optimal temperature. A fan that moves moist, moving air over the plants is good insurance against burning conditions.





After light, the correct temperature is the next important requisite for growing and flowering orchids successfully. Most orchids grown as houseplants will thrive with temperatures in the low 60s (Fahrenheit) at night and the high 70s to low 80s during the day. Conventional orchid-growing wisdom fine-tunes the concept of temperature even further, splitting orchids into three cultural groups — warm, intermediate, and cool — depending on their temperature requirements. This division is useful for optimizing growth but not really necessary for the windowsill grower. Getting the light level right for your orchid varieties is far more important.


To optimize temperature and light levels for your orchids, refer to the table on page 32.


Note: The harm of overly hot conditions in your window can be lessened by running a fan that disperses moist, moving air over the plants. The moisture in the air acts as a “heat sink” and dissipates the heat of the sunlight streaming in the window. To generate airborne moisture, run a small humidifier in the plant-growing area or set the orchid pots over (not in) pans of water.


Other Concerns: Humidity and Fertilizer


After light and temperature, the relative humidity in your orchid-growing area becomes important. Humidity serves as a buffer to smooth out temperature fluctuations and encourages the even rate of transpiration that orchids prefer. The more humid the orchid’s native enviroment, the more humid it will prefer your windowsill to be. Phalaenopsis and Paphiopedilum orchids are both native to the tropics of Indonesia, so they prefer environments with about 60 to 70 percent humidity. Orchids with thick leaves and pseudobulbs, like Cattleyas, prefer a lesser humidity of 40 to 50 percent. Orchids with pseudobulbs but with thin leaves, such as Oncidiums, prefer conditions somewhere in the middle, at about 50 percent relative humidity.


Fertilizer is an important component of successful orchid culture, although it’s not nearly as important as light, temperature, and humidity. Any balanced product designed for houseplants will suffice. You may want to switch to a blossom booster fertilizer, with its high phosphorous content, about 3 months before your plants usually bloom; however, if you are using a balanced fertilizer, blossom booster isn’t really necessary.
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