
Was there ever an orchid that you just couldn’t coax into a
Southern California lifestyle?
There have been some very challenging orchids to grow, some of
which just didn’t make it and are now residing in the big orchid

What is the best part of your job?
The best part are the living things, plants and people, along with
making L.A. County a more beautiful place by showcasing the
Arboretum’s orchid collection to a worldwide audience. It’s also
nice to have a cat in the greenhouse.

Which orchids would you recommend to the home gardener
for indoor or outdoor?
The orchid that I would recommend for indoors is the
Phalaenopsis and the Cymbidium for outdoor growing.

Phalaenopsis once so precious is now so ubiquitous from
supermarkets to Costco that it is no longer perceived as
special. Is that good or bad for the image of orchids?
It is both good and bad. The change in status of the orchid has
come about because of improvements in orchid propagation as
well as improved cultural practices. Orchids are now available in
mass quantities to the mass audience which simply makes them
attainable so now anyone can grow an orchid. At the same time,
it limits the number of unique mom and pop growers as well as
orchid diversity and contributes to the image of the orchid as

Do you have orchids in your house or garden?
I have two cymbidiums at home. I don’t have much space since I
only have a postage-stamp-size garden. I come to the Arboretum,
my second home, to take care of other orchids. 0

The Arboretum’s collection consists mainly of species orchids typically found in the wilds as well as
hybrids propagated by growers. Opposite: Laelia superbiens variety alba; Above: Phalaenopsis
manni; Julie Norman in the greenhouse; Rhycholaelia digbyana.

HOW  DO  I  CARE  FOR  MY  PHALAENOPSIS?

Generally the best way to care for an orchid is to
replicate conditions of its native habitat. The Phalaenopsis
found in stores are mass-produced hybrids. Their natural
wild habitat is tropical Asia and Australia where the plants,
also known as moth/butterfly orchids, grow in trees and
directly on moist cliff faces where there is plenty of shade
and high humidity. To create such conditions indoors, Julie
offers these tips:

Water is especially critical. Plants should be thoroughly
watered and then not watered again until nearly dry or when
65% of the water has evaporated — pick up the pot and if it
feels light, it’s time to water.

Humidity is important. The recommended level is
between 50 to 80% with some air circulation to avoid
bacterial and fungal problems. This can be achieved in the
home by setting the plants on trays of gravel partially filled
with water so that the pots never sit in water.

Fertilize on a regular schedule, especially if the weather
is warm when the plants are actively growing. A balanced
water-soluble liquid fertilizer (such as 20-20-20) is best with
twice-a-month applications. If your plant is growing in a

bark-based medium, apply a high nitrogen fertilizer (such as
30-10-10) every fifth feeding. Some growers apply fertilizer
at one-quarter strength with every watering. I refer to this
as “weakly weekly” and it is best when the plant is in warm,
humid conditions. When cooler or overcast, fertilizer should
be applied twice a month at weak strength.

Light is generally easy to provide for the Phalaenopsis
as they grow easily in a bright window without direct sun.
An east window is ideal in the home; shaded south or west
windows are acceptable. The best rooms for the plant,
providing they have adequate light, are the kitchen and the
bathroom since these rooms are generally more humid.

A single Phalaenopsis spike usually flowers for two or
more months. After the last bloom falls, cut the stalk where
the lowest flower appeared and cut just above a node. This
will encourage the flower stalk to send out a new spike of
blooms if the plant is healthy and the variety is prone to
secondary spikes. The new spike should develop and bloom
in three months. After the last flower on the secondary spike
has faded, cut the flower stalk near the base of the plant just
above a node. 0
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