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floral fascinators
The allure of orchids is second to none, but it’s not always easy to keep 
these gorgeous plants healthy, happy and blooming. We asked South 
African orchid expert Michael Tibbs for his top tips on orchid care
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N
o other flower on the 
planet (other than 
the rose, perhaps) has 
through the ages been 
the object of  such 
extreme affection – and 

for some, obsession – than the orchid. 
There are those of  us who will from time 

to time place an elegant phalaenopsis or 
some such other commercially propagated 
orchid into our shopping trolley as a gift 
or living decoration for our homes. Others 
– mesmerised by their bizarrely beautiful 
appearance, improbable colouring and 
intricate patterns – begin to take the 
pursuit of  their beauty more seriously, 
actively visiting nurseries and specialist 
orchid shows to seek out the more rare and 
exotic kinds to add to cherished collections. 

And there are a handful who, Indiana 
Jones style, spend their lives trekking to 
some of  the world’s most far-flung and 
impenetrable habitats on hunting and 
gathering expeditions. Journeys that could 
end in death, or in the triumphant return 
to civilisation with an as-yet-to-be classified 
species of  orchid. 

The spell cast by orchids has been 
documented in history books and 
literature, reflected in art and even on film. 
The best-known contemporary telling 
of  our botanical fixation has to be Susan 
Orlean’s The Orchid Thief: A True Story of  
Beauty and Obsession, a work of  non-fiction 
that took root as an article for the New 
Yorker and blossomed into the avant-garde 
Spike Jonze movie Adaptation. 

Orlean writes in her original article, 
“Orchid collecting began in Victorian 
England as a hobby for the very rich – 
people with enough land for greenhouses 
and enough money to sponsor expeditions 
to where the rarest species could be found. 
The hobby grew so consuming that it was 
known in Victorian times as orchidelirium, 
because a sort of  mania seized collectors… 
The botanical complexity of  orchids and 
their mutability makes them perhaps the 
most compelling and maddening of  all 
collectible living things.”

It seems that the orchids on sale in 
supermarkets and nurseries in SA should 
perhaps come with a warning label…

old Masters reloaded (right)
Place your orchids in front of a 
classic oil painting. Plantation, 
explorer and floral-themed artworks 
are particularly good choices. The 
living plant in the foreground creates 
an illusion of depth, animating both 
plant and backdrop. 

You can take this theme further by 
matching plant and artwork, which 
creates a surreal effect.

FOUR NEW WAYS TO 
DISPLAY EXOTICS 
go beyond that everyday pot with 
these clever new ways to show off 
exotic plants to their best advantage

Also look out for works from the 
Italian genre of painting named 
capriccio: these paintings depict 
real-life fantasy settings and as 
backdrops to exotics, emphasise the 
plants otherworldly appearance.

Well hung
Orchids are cultivated in hanging 
containers in many parts of the 
world. Their roots make a particularly 
attractive display, and by hanging 
them at different heights, you can 
create a strong focal point in a room. 
 
southern belles
We suggest pairing air plants, or 

epiphytes, with columns of Spanish 
moss (Tillandsia usneoides) to create 
a slightly Gothic plantation-style still 
life that even Miss Scarlett would be 
proud of. 

The laboratory look
Once you add glass containers to 
the exotic equation, you can create 
an edgy, urban look for your plants

Try air plants in old-fashioned 
laboratory vials or vintage glass 
battery containers. 

For a smarter look, go for 
contemporary shapes such as  
clear cylinders and squares in  
various heights.

All orchids, says Michael Tibbs, will 
survive for ages if  given some general good 
care in terms of  watering, feeding and 
maintenance – and if  you create a small 
mixed collection of  species, you will have 
year-round flowers on display. 

The most popular orchids are 
phalaenopsis, cymbidiums, cattleyas, 
paphiopedilums, oncidiums and miltonias, 
each of  which has their own special 
characteristics, range of  colours, fragrance 
and charm.

One of  Tibbs’ top tips is to be picky 
about where you buy your plants.

“Buy orchids from reputable orchid 
nurseries. They offer the best advice  
and have staff  on hand with good tips  
for caring for orchids. Refrain from  
buying orchids from non-specialist 
suppliers as their staff  are usually 
untrained and have little or no  
knowledge of  caring for the orchids.”

Watering
• More orchids die from being 
overwatered than any other way. 
Never stand an orchid in water; the 
roots will rot and the plant will perish.
• Generally, orchids should be watered 
once a week. But before you water, 
push a finger into the growing medium 
to ascertain how wet it is. If the potting 
medium feels wet, don’t water it and 
leave it for a few more days before  
re-testing and watering.
• Phalaenopsis orchids (the most 
popular genus) may only require water 
every seven to 10 days in summer and 
every two weeks in winter.
• Cymbidiums, another popular type  
of orchid, should be watered once  
a week.

Position
• Orchids prefer not to be moved  
too frequently.
• Indoors, most orchids prefer to be 
placed in a bright position, but out  
of direct sunlight. 
• Most species will usually also thrive 
outdoors in the summer but many 
require protection from the cold and 
rain in the winter.
• Orchids do not enjoy cold or hot  
dry draughts. Keep them out of the 
direct air flow from air conditioners  
or hot dry fans.

ORCHID GROWING TIPS

If the tops of the containers are 
covered with moss, it is advisable  
to mist the orchid leaves daily rather 
than water the plants. (Do not mist 
the flowers, however, as water on the 
flowers can cause botrytis, a fungal 
disease that causes black spots on  
the blooms.)

Feeding
• All orchids will last longer in flower 
if they are fed. Orchids are not 
heavy feeders and will be happy 
with a regular feeding at half the 
recommended strength: about one 
teaspoon of plant food to five litres  
of water. 
• Orchid-specific fertilizer does 
not have to be used – this is often 
expensive and the same fertilizer that 
you would find in most plant foods. 
Phostrogen is the best and most 
balanced fertilizer and if you make  
up a five-litre bucket, the remainder 
(once you have fed the orchids)  
can be used on all your other house 
and garden plants.

re-potting
• Orchids thrive on being root bound 
and will flower best when their roots 
are solid in the pots. 
• Re-potting should be carried out 
once every two years; re-pot more 

frequently only if the potting medium 
has broken down or disintegrated. 
• When re-potting, all the old soggy 
compost should be removed and fresh 
bark used.

Pests and diseases
• Orchid plants from reputable 
nurseries are usually free of pests. 
If you notice any pests soon after 
purchasing the plants, return them to 
the nursery, which should exchange 
them for pest-free specimens.
• Scale insects resemble small brown 
tortoiseshells, usually on the underside 
of the leaves. First wipe the leaves with 
a damp cloth, then place the plants 
outdoors and spray them – especially 
under the leaves – with Malathion or 
Malasol insecticide at two-weekly 
intervals.
• By far the hardest pest to eliminate 
is mealybug or woolly aphid. It will 
appear as little cotton wool-like balls 
on the plant and again, especially on 
the underside of the leaves. 

To deal with them, make a 50/50 
mix of methylated spirits and water 
with a few drops of liquid Sunlight  
soap added. Then use a damp cloth  
to wipe the leaves with this mixture

Finally, spray the plants with 
Malathion or Malasol, followed by  
a systemic spray every two weeks.

✃

Name to kNow
MICHAEL TIBBS
Having bred and grown most  
orchid genera, Michael Tibbs is  
an internationally renowned orchid 
authority. His orchid nursery is based 
in Franschhoek on Môreson wine 
farm, where he is delighted to accept 
visitors year round. 

Tibbs regularly writes articles 
about the latest news on orchids,  
and is also the author of  several 
books on the subject.

wIN a copy of orchids  
Home Weekly has five copies of  
Michael Tibbs’s latest book, Orchids 
(R180, Random House Struik) – all 
of  them signed by the author – to 
give away. The book is a practical 
reference on orchid care and 
cultivation that provides a step-by-
step photographic guide to caring  
for these gorgeous plants. 
to enter simply tell us the name of  
Michael Tibbs’s latest book. SMS 
your answer, followed by your full 
name and your daytime physical 
address to 32321. Each SMS costs 
R1; errors will be billed. The 
competition starts on Sunday 23 
October 2011 at 6am and closes on 
Thursday 27 October 2011 at 10pm. 
Winners will be announced in the 6 
November 2011 issue of  Home Weekly.

Cattleya “haw yuan gold”. an intergeneric cattleya hybrid.

This deep pink orchid is 

Vanda “robert’s delight”.

red Cymbidium “cooksbridge noel” 
and yellow Phalaenopsis “golden hat” in front of a painting by alain senez.

Ansellia africana. Cattleya intermedia var. alba.


