
Cymbidium Orchids for beginners – in six easy lessons - Part 3 

6. How to get the best out of your orchids 

The first three or four months after flowering finishes, is the most important time of the year, in 

which lots of small decisions and actions, will decide how successful the next flowering season will 

be. Most successful growers are busy in the period, from mid August, to the end of November, 

checking and boosting the condition of their plants and ensuring they can take advantage of that good 

growing period. Most of the flower spikes will be initiated in this time. 

Plants can be divided into three categories . 

a. Plants which flowered successfully in the season just finished 

b. Plants which should have flowered but did not 

c. Smaller plants which are now big enough to flower next season 

 

a.  Plants which have finished flowering, and those about to finish, have been through a stress period. 

Flowering takes a lot out of a plant, especially if it had a lot of flowers, or was in a relatively dark 

and dry environment in a domestic building or an orchid club show venue. Artificial lighting and hot, 

dry, air conditioning atmospheres are not what a cymbidium enjoys. 

Inspect each plant and asses if it needs special attention. Many will require potting on, into a 

larger pot or dividing into two or three pieces. More on that in a later article. Some plants just look 

soft (often dusty). Be prepared to knock the plant out of the pot and inspect the root system.  

The root system is a good indicator of how happy the plant is. Many will have a very tight root ball, 

with mainly firm white, or cream coloured roots. This condition is great, unless the plant is 

completely root bound, with little or no potting mix visible. If it is thoroughly root bound, it is wise 

to consider potting it on – see next edition. Leaving it for one more year may be ok, but by then, the 

root system may just be completely overgrown. If the root ball contains lots of black, soft and hollow 

roots, or if the potting medium has obviously decayed badly, the plant needs immediate and 

significant attention.  

With sterile cutting tools, secateurs, knives etc, remove all dead or poor-quality roots and most of the 

decaying potting mix. You may be left with just a few roots, sometimes, virtually none. At our 

nursery, we generally remove at least half of the roots immediately. Just cut off the bottom half of 

the root ball, then trim any remaining poor quality roots, as required. Don’t be afraid to remove lots 

of roots. The plant will relatively quickly grow new, pearly white roots, if treated well. Repot the 

plant firmly into its pot, by packing as much potting mix around it as possible. Don’t plant it too 

deep in the mixture, but even worse, don’t plant it with the bulbs too far above the surface of the 

potting mix. During the process, remove any old leaf husks, and any damaged or badly yellowing 

leaves. If a plant is left with not enough roots to firmly hold it in the pot, without swaying, insert a 

stake firmly into the growing mix, and tie the leaves to the stake. Plant movement, relative to the pot 

will break off the new roots as they appear.  

Make sure newly potted plants are watered very regularly. There was a belief many years ago 

to water recently potted plants sparingly, and force them to seek moisture, by growing long 

roots. That just does not happen. A dose or two of seaweed extract at this time is very 

beneficial. Fertilize regularly, but do not dose heavily. We find that most private growers 

fertilize at a rate, higher than what is good for your orchids. An old rule of thumb, of 

fertilizing at half the recommended rate is most appropriate. Locally, we are getting great 



results, using the new fertilizers prepared by Neutrog. Seamungus is great from the end of 

flowering, until the end of January, then swap to Strike Back for Orchids, until flowering 

finishes. It is now available nationally. 

Check also at this stage for pest infestation. Scale can be a problem. It can be wiped off, or 

treated with a good insecticide and an oil such as eco, pest, or white oil. Give all the foliage a 

good spraying, to remove dust, grime & insect populations 

b.  Plants which were big enough to flower in the last season, but failed to do so, need extra 

consideration. The grower needs to try and establish why it did not flower. It could just be 

that it is a shy flowerer. If so consider culling it and replacing it with a more free flowering 

variety. Go through all the steps detailed previously, and hope it improves it’s flowering in 

the future, but keep records of it’s non performance. If it continues to underperform, discard 

it. Don’t try to sell it or give it to someone else. 

c.  Plants which previously were not large enough to flower, should be potted on into bigger 

pots, and placed in a good position in the growing area. If the grower has selected new 

varieties well, these could be the new stars of your collection, and give you a good chance of 

winning a major prize at a show. Treat them as well as you possibly can. Some may be 

previously unflowered seedlings. If you are lucky to get a good one, it could be the start of a 

special time for you. 

Make sure all plants are not overcrowded. All plants expected to flower in the oncoming 

season, should be positioned at least a pot diameter, away from it’s neighbour.  

7. Preparing plants coming in to flower 

Once your flower spikes have appeared, it is important to look after them well. There are lots of 

hazards ahead for them, and good attention to detail will pay big dividends. Inserting a stake into the 

potting mix, alongside each spike, easily identifies where each flower spike is located. It can also act 

as protection for the spike and enables early training. Be careful not to tie the spike too firmly at this 

early time. Many spikes grow quickly and if it is tied tightly to the support, the spike will bend – 

sometimes they will break.  

Many flower spikes appear during the hotter and drier periods of the season. Make sure the plants are 

watered heavily in this time. We water every day during the very hot months. They should be 

watered sufficiently, so that water starts running out of the bottom of the pot. In extreme 

temperatures, we also water for short periods (2 minutes or so), every hour, from 10am till 4pm, to 

cool the plants. Recently we installed foggers, which just produce a mist, and don’t even wet the 

foliage, but provide a huge amount of cooling. They work similarly to an evaporative air conditioner, 

and also greatly increase the humidity. We water very early in the morning at this time. Start time 

2am. Note – some areas have water restrictions, and watering must comply with the supply authority 

rules. It can be difficult and certainly not ideal. 

Once the spikes appear, a blossom booster fertilizer is best used. This has higher levels potassium, 

the K part of the NPK component of all fertilizers. Again fertilize at a rate of about half of what is 

recommended by the manufacturer, but do it regularly – at least once per week. 

The grower needs to be particularly vigilant at this time for pests. Slugs and snails will damage new 

flower buds very badly and quickly, if allowed to build up in significant numbers. Most growers 

spread baits. We mix the green metaldehyde based baits, with the blue Baysol type baits, and spread 

them every four or five weeks.  

Many growers do not want to acknowledge that they may have rats and mice in their garden. 

Unfortunately most neighbourhoods have them and they love to eat new flower spikes, even entire 



bulbs. Strategically located, waterproof bait stations, maintained throughout the year, will greatly 

minimize the chances of rodent attacks. 

Continually check the progress of the flower spikes. As the buds emerge from the sheath, they are 

most susceptible to damage. If possible, bring the plant out of the weather into a dry, protected 

flowering house. Keeping the buds dry helps eliminate damage to the buds. Continually train the 

flower spike to assist it to present itself to best advantage.  

Many plants with green, or white flowers, can suffer discolouration on the back of the flowers, if 

exposed to strong light conditions. This is referred to as staining. Flowers with staining will be 

penalized by orchid judges. Not all greens and whites stain. Those which do, should be placed in a 

darker position in the flowering house, or an umbrella structure can be constructed over them to 

shade the buds. 

Careful attention in the lead up to flowering will help get better results from the judges. Don’t waste 

your previous efforts. Spend as much time as possible when the flowers are nearing opening. The 

more you see them, the more likely you will be, to spot a problem quickly, and be able to fix it. 

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

By attending shows, you should be able to establish what to aim for to achieve success. Attend as 

many good shows as possible and ask questions about the winning plants, particularly where you 

might be able to buy them and other similar varieties. Major shows, particularly the national shows, 

are where you will see the best. Take lots of photographs (be careful in shopping centres – 

permission may be necessary). Being able to photograph lots of good orchids is a huge resource. A 

tripod is a very useful tool to assist in getting quality photographs, particularly if the lighting is poor. 

Make sure you note the name of the flower, but also the grower details. Most plants are labelled, 

with the plant name, but also the grower number. Club officials will usually assist you to contact the 

grower. They may be able to suggest where you can purchase particular plants. 

Many clubs conduct demonstrations during a show, often demonstrating how to divide a plant, or 

how to care for it. Some clubs promote a special workshop, or special meetings for beginners, after 

their shows. Shows are also a great way to make contact with a club, or with particular club 

members. If you are looking to get involved in orchid growing, be prepared to make contact and ask 

questions. Most club members are very friendly and very helpful. 

9 Improving your collection 

The quality of cymbidiums is improving every year. To be competitive any grower needs to 

continually researching what might win in the future and purchase superior new varieties.  

Unless you can expand your growing area, if you get a new plant, you need to get rid of one. Please 

don’t think you can just keep squeezing more in. They will be crowded and all will perform badly. 

You will need to become a good judge of what to keep, and what to discard.  

Good records, or at least, a good memory is advantageous. This is where the information collected at 

the good shows can be used. Find out if any winning plants are available, or if even better ones might 

soon become available, and purchase them quickly before others do. The internet is a huge source of 

good (and bad) information. Be prepared to talk to suppliers, and ask questions about their plants. 

Many will readily advise you of new plants they have in the pipeline. The growing of good quality 

seedlings can be a way to really launch yourself into being highly competitive. If you manage to 

grow some excellent seedlings, you will be right up there with the best growers.  

Look to purchase from suppliers who have a good reputation. Beware of suppliers who are not active 

in the orchid movement, particularly those who purchase small plants from other, well credentialed 



growers, and mass produce them, before testing them. This is commonly referred to as tissue 

pirating, and plants produced by this process are at risk of being mutated, and of poor quality. It is 

not illegal, but many consider it unethical. Hybridisers delay the release of many new varieties, to 

protect their plants from this practice, which is not good for the general orchid growing members. 

Club members can assist to minimize this practice by refusing to purchase plants from pirated tissue.  

As I said at the start of this section, cymbidiums are improving every year. Grasp and enjoy the 

rewards from this improvement. 
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