
Cymbidium Orchids for beginners – In six easy lessons 

For many of us, flowering a good quality cymbidium is easy. For someone new to the orchid scene, 

it can be extremely difficult and frustrating, perhaps even impossible. We learn how to get good 

results in many ways. It could be with assistance from a family member or friend. It could be by 

joining an Orchid Club, or it could be by researching what an orchid requires, through books, 

magazines or the internet.  

Many people have trouble getting their plants to flower. They also have difficulty in finding where to 

get sufficient, useful information to succeed.  

I will discuss the following areas, in this and the following five articles.  

1. What do you expect to achieve in growing your orchids 

2. Basic growing conditions  

3. Terms used in the industry (mericlones, seedlings, species orchids, ploidy etc ) 

4. How cymbidiums are named 

5. How to select your first orchids – miniature, intermediate and standard size flowers 

6. How to get the best out of your orchids 

7. Preparing plants coming into flower 

8. Orchid club shows and what can be learned from attending a good show 

9. Improving your collection 

10. Preparing for next season – potting on, dividing, culling 

11. Pests and diseases 

12. Growing for success – watering, fertilizing etc 

13. Where plants come from – species, hybridising, cloning, diploids, triploids, tetraploids 

14. Where to source new plants, varieties to grow, and traps to avoid. 

15. The internet  

16. Ethics 

17. The future ??  

I will try to provide the necessary information to succeed at all levels, may for someone wanting to:  

• grow a few plants, in a simple growing environment.  

• to become a serious and successful showbench grower.  

• set up a commercial, or semi commercial nursery.  

This information comes from many years of conducting the beginner’s forum, before each monthly 

meeting of the Cymbidium Orchid Club of South Australia. It also draws on the experience gained in 

presenting special workshops to teach newcomers and experienced growers alike all that they need to 

know to succeed in all cymbidium growing levels. We often have more than 80 participants at the 

workshops, conducted over more than four hours, but often continuing for many hours after official 

completion.  

The information is primarily offered for growing in Southern Australia but can easily be adapted for 

other growing climates.  

Unfortunately, sometimes experts can disagree about some areas of growing cymbidiums, and 

practices can change in time, as we learn the best way to succeed. As you learn more you will be told 

things which may be contradictory. Be prepared to ask questions, but also try to seek information 

from people who you can trust and who do not have a vested interest in the outcome. 



1. What do you expect to achieve in growing your orchids.  

It is wise to give much thought to what you want to achieve from your cymbidiums before getting 

heavily involved. Many people initially buy the wrong type of plant. Often they buy plants without 

thinking about what they want to achieve, but also because they do not know what is available and 

what is required to successfully grow and flower them. Often, they just want to quickly put a 

collection together, thinking that by having lots of plants they will be successful.  

Wrong.  

I have seen new growers, acquiring almost anything in flower, often quite cheaply, hoping to be 

competitively in shows in the near future. Unless they are lucky, these growers may find that the 

plants they have purchased in haste are poor quality, or poor performing, giving them little hope of 

being competitive. I have also seen people not interested in showing their plants, purchasing 

showbench type orchids, which can be difficult to grow and flower. Both would be better researching 

the type of plant which might suit their goals, before making major commitments. 

It is vitally important to consider how involved you want to become in this hobby. Don’t get trapped 

into growing plants which are not what you eventually want to grow. I make a point to beginners’ 

groups, that they should grow the plants they like and enjoy (very important). Don’t necessarily 

grow just showbench type orchids, in the hope of winning prizes at a show. You will have 

disapoinments. Showbench winning plants are ones which best fit a set of judging rules, on the day 

of judging, against other plants shown. To win could mean growing plants which you don’t even 

like. You may change your commitment later, or grow a lot of different types, so plan early what you 

want to get out of this hobby, or you may waste a lot of time, effort and money.  

2.  Basic growing conditions required 

In southern Australia, we are extremely fortunate to be able to grow our cymbidiums under simple 

growing conditions. Many growers have success growing them under a tree or pergola. Whilst this is 

not regarded as ideal, so long as their plants receive good, filtered light (50 to 70 percent shading) 

and very regular watering, many will achieve good results. However, others will just manage to grow 

lots of deep green leaves, with no flowers, under these conditions. Regular applications of correct 

strength fertilizer, and good pest and disease prevention, may improve results.  

Growing environment. 

Most growers fail to get flowers because their plants are in too much shade (often total shade, or too 

much shade for long periods of the day). Too little water will also greatly reduce the chance of 

flowering (plants need to be kept moist and humid at all times).  

Some growers who set up elaborate, controlled environment growing houses. These high tech 

growing environments are expensive, and can give spectacular, and superior results, but are out of 

reach of most ordinary growers. 

Growers in cold areas, for example Tasmania, may need extra protection, and possibly even heated 

conditions to succeed.  

In Adelaide (South Australia), Melbourne, Sydney, Perth and similar climatic areas, we can get very 

satisfactory (even spectacular) results, growing our cymbidiums in a simple shade cloth covered 

growing house. Many orchid club members have a shade house of less than 25 square metres in area. 

From a quite small area, a good grower could have hundreds of flowering plants over a flowering 

season lasting eight or nine months, even more with careful variety selection. An area protected from 

the elements, for plants in flower is beneficial. Many growers bring the plants in flower into their 

homes.  



Positioning of the growing house is very important. Many suburban backyards will experience 

shading from trees and buildings in neighbouring properties. Try to locate your growing house in an 

area which receives full sun, for as long as possible, over the whole day.  

Watering 

The next most important condition to provide is a source of regular watering. Cymbidiums need to 

be watered often in the hot months and only as necessary in winter. Autumn and spring watering 

could be every second or third day. The plants need to be kept moist and humid at all times. At our 

nursery, we generally water most days during summer, two or three times a week in spring and 

autumn, and only if it does not rain in winter. It is relatively easy to judge if a plant requires water, 

by picking up the pot. If it is light weight, it requires watering. If it is heavy, delay the watering until 

it is lighter. Regularly pick up a plant and get to know how heavy it is when wet, and when it is dry. 

Most successful growers employ an automatic watering system. Systems can be a simple, single 

station system, but if your collection is large, a multi station system may be needed.  

A single station controller can be a small battery powered timer connected to a tap and feeding a 

small sprinkler system. These controllers can be purchased at many garden centres and usually cost 

between twenty five and fifty dollars. They can be easily programmed to water up to eight times per 

day for periods between one minute and several hours. They can also be set to water on any set day 

or days of the week. One problem is that the watering times may need changing during the year, or to 

be turned off during rainy periods, but this is relatively simple. Care must also be taken to ensure the 

internal battery does not fail, particularly if you are likely to be away from home for a lengthy 

period. 

If your collection is large, you may require a multi station system. This usually consists of a central 

controller, connected to a number of solenoid valves. A solenoid valve is the equivalent of a tap, 

which turns on and off electrically. Most solenoid valves are operated by a 24 volt AC electricity 

supply. This voltage is quite safe, and the wiring can be installed easily by a competent handyman. A 

good quality solenoid valve costs twenty five to thirty five dollars. The price of a six station 

controller, depends very much on the brand and the functions it is capable of doing, but expect to pay 

seventy dollars or more. A fully equipped, 6 station controller might cost from two hundred dollars, 

but should be considered an investment to provide your plants with reliable watering, and allow you 

the freedom to be away from home when the plants require watering.  

Automatic watering systems can also assist in meeting the timing demands of water restrictions, in 

force in many areas. 

I cannot over emphasize the importance of providing your plants with good light and water. 

Poor lighting and incorrect watering is undoubtedly the main reason why many cymbidiums 

do not flower. Get these conditions right and your plants have a chance. 
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