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Paphiopedilum Culture for Beginners — 3  

NED NASH 
Amer. Orchid Soc. Bull. 54:6 (1985) 

EVERY STORY SHOULD HAVE a happy ending. In culture articles, this can best take the 
form of a "pretty flower" section. The two types of paphiopcdilums we are going to 
discuss in this concluding portion are the most beautiful and prized of all paphs: 
Bractypetalum-type species and hybrids, and the multiflora species and hybrids. Paph 
growers of some experience will know, then, that this will not be the "happy ending" that it 
could be because these two types are probably the most difficult to grow and flower 
successfully — if at all! 

THE MULTIFLORA PAPHS 
One of the sights that really began to get me "stoked" on paphs was a majestic specimen 

plant of Paph. rothschildianum displayed at the Santa Barbara orchid show in 1975 or "76. 
The stem was nearly waist-high and carried four or five immense flowers. This was years 
before the common man could afford a plant of this species. Today, however, most 
interested hobbyists have a seedling plant of Paph. rolhschil-dianum and usually several 
hybrids involving it. 

Once past the youngest seedling stage, Paph. rothschildianum and its relatives 
(philippinense, haynaldianum, lowii, stonei,praestans, etc.) are among the easiest paphs to grow. 
They prefer a little more light and heat than most but will grow well beside their cousins. 
Another of their positive features is that they are much more tolerant of stale conditions at 
the roots than other paphs and do not need to be potted so often. 

Easy to grow? Sure. But how about flowering them? Waiting for a "roth" or related 
hybrid to flower is surely the most frustrating experience of a paph grower's life. Apart 
from the "watched pots never boil" syndrome, these really are slow-growing plants. 

Other writers, most recently Lance Birk in The Paphiopedilum Grower's Manual, have 
noted that most members of this group take two or three years to mature a growth to 
flowering size. Here, then, is the "rub." Smaller plants may take even longer to mature 
their growth, sometimes as long as five years. Since most of us are on limited budgets, the 
smaller propagations we can afford only increase our frustration. There is an object 
lesson for the over-eager hobbyist as well: never, never, never divide these plants down 
to single growths. Not only will they be extremely slow to recover, but often these types 
do not root from the front growths for several years. If you take a growth that has not 
rooted, you are going to have a very tough time establishing that plant. 

Now, we have shown that it is not our imagination and that these really are slow-growing 
plants requiring more years to mature than some of their more precocious cousins. We 
have grown our plants patiently into large, multi-growth specimens and have held our 
curiosity in check. One would think that the plants would at least have the decency to 
flower regularly once they have matured. But no-o-o-o . . . . 
I am firmly convinced that there is no way, despite what others may say and do, to make 
these plants flower. The late Dr. Walter Bertsch claimed that a twice-yearly cooling 
would induce even the most recalcitrant plants to bloom relatively regularly. However, 
under further questioning and more than a little inducement of the vine, he admitted that 
it was still basically hit-or-miss. We all know growers whose plants flower with ruthless 
regularity, but if they have a secret, they won't admit to it. One of the more amazing 



sights I have seen recently was approximately 1,000 Paph. rolhschildianum plants 
approaching flowering size, some with Icafspans of more than 36 inches. With so many plants, it 
is easy to sec how you would need never hunger to sec a "roth" in bloom, and Val and Jack 
Tonkin, whose plants these were, don't. They have received several First Class Certificates, 
more Awards of Merit, and an Award of Quality on this batch of seedlings. The one thing that 
growers of Paph. rolhschildianum learn is patience. In my opinion, this is the only way to enjoy a 
"roth" in bloom. 

Fortunately, hybrids from Paph. rolhschildianum tend to be much more free-blooming, 
especially if made with one of the more closely allied species, such as Paph. philippinense ( = St. 
Swithin), Paph. lowii ( = Julius), or Paph. slonei ( = Lady Isabel). Other good bets for more reliable 
blooming arc the hybrids made with members of the Maudiac-typc paphiopcdilums, such as 
Paph. curtisii (= A. dc Laircsse), Paph. Gowcrianum (= Shillianum), Paph. Maudiac ( = Roth 
Maud), and Paph. callosum ( = Callo-rothschildianum). These will still make the rather large, 
robust plants for which Paph. rolhschildianum is noted and will grow in much the same way, but 
they tend to be relatively free-flowering. Note that I said "relatively." Even this type of hybrid 
is slower-growing than most and will require some patience to achieve the plant size necessary 
for "regular" flowering. An added attraction of the hybrids with the Maudiac type is 
beautifully mottled foliage. 

As an interesting segue into the next topic, the Brachypelalum group, it should be noted that 
perhaps the very most beautiful and unique of paph hybrids arc those between Paph. 
rolhschildianum and a member of the Brachypetalum group. The exotic appeal of such plants as 
Paph. Rolfci ( X bellalulum), Paph. Dclrosi ( X delenalii), or Paph. VVoluwcnsc ( X niveum) 
never fails to draw envious glances, not to mention well-intentioned purchases. However, if 
anything is more difficult to bloom than Paph. rolhschildianum itself, it' is a hybrid of this 
type. 

Again, some claim success in blooming these with obscure cultural techniques, but I 
believe that, as with "roth" itself, more luck and patience arc involved than any other factor. 
(I am sure that there are those who would disagree, and I love to be proven wrong. Perhaps 
more articles can be generated this way!) In any case, there arc growers who seem to do very 
well with this type. J. Frank Hughes even managed to get an AM from the American Orchid 
Society one year on a Paph. Mike Roccafortc and a Certificate of Cultural Merit the next. But, 
when one docs manage to bloom one of these hybrids, all else is forgiven. They arc simply 
wonderful flowers. I sometimes think of these in the same context as Brassia hybrids. That is, 
the ones that bloom regularly arc the good ones. What good is a clone with an FCC if it never 
blooms? 

Before going on to the Brachypelalum section, another of the writer's prejudices should be 
discussed briefly. Throughout the history of hybridizing with Paph. rolhschildianum, breeders 
have attempted to cross it with Paph. insigne-typc complex standard paphs. These crosses, to 
my mind, have been absolutely woeful. They seem to have taken the worst traits of both 
parents and even amplified them. The plants arc huge and almost as hard to flower as a 
straight "roth." The flowers arc ugly and more prone to crippling than almost any other type 
of paph hybrid in my experience. My advice to all but the true lovers of the bizarre is to leave 
this type of hybrid alone because you probably will be greatly disappointed. 

THE BRACHYPETALUM GROUP 
In almost direct opposition to the situation with Paph. rolhschildianum and its allies (easy to 

grow, hard to flower), the brachypctalums (bellalulum, niveum, ang thong, concolor, godefroyae, 



and perhaps delenalii and armeniacum) arc notoriously difficult to grow well but relatively easy to 
flower— if the plant can be kept alive. Early in this series, it was noted that the best way to 
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Clockwise from top right 
Paphiopedilum Julius ‘Kukulu’, SBM grown by 
Saitou Masanori 
Paphiopedilum Saint Swithin (philippinense x 
rothschildianum) ‘Roy Lenz’, AM/AOS (85pts.) 
grown by Lauren & Roy Lenz and photographed 
by Scott Weber 
Paphiopedilum Roth-Maud (Maudiae x 
rothschildianum) ‘Melrose’, HCC/AOS (76 pts.) 
grown by B. H. Greer 
Paphiopedilum stonei ‘Kuo-Jon’, BM grown by 
Kuo-Jon Orchids 
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series, it was noted that the best way to succeed with paphs is to acquire the most vigorous and 
healthy plants possible at the outset. Nowhere is this more vital than with this group. A run-down 
Brachypetaium paph is nearly impossible to bring back to health. It is unfortunately true as well 
that most of these plants entering circulation in the trade are jungle-collected and small. Most 
growers seem to accept a rather generous loss rate for this group, but some sellers do not 
satisfactorily stabilize the plants before selling them, thereby ensuring some dissatisfied custom-
ers. 

These plants in general require about the same light regime as the other mottled-leaf types. But 
because of the more tropical areas where they occur, more heat is required. Other writers have 
recommended night temperatures as high as 70°F, but this is obviously impractical for fhost 
growers. If a position near the heater can be utilized, this microclimate can help to keep your fuel 
bills reasonable. These plants also seem to be rather more intolerant of overpotting than most 
orchids. 

This leads us into the most difficult aspect of this group's culture: how and when to water. In 
nature, most of these plants are found growing in humus-filled fissures of rock. There is often a 
seepage of water from above associated with their habitat. In cultivation, these plants do not want 
to be kept too wet but cannot be allowed to become too dry because they are quite salt-intolerant. 
That these plants are able to withstand some drought in nature is evidenced by their rather 
succulent foliage and fleshy roots. Basically, you want to water these plants the day before they are 
bone dry. Sorry not to be able to make it any easier! In areas such as on the West Coast, where 
water has a very high salt content, culture of this group is even more difficult.  It is important not to 
let them get quite as dry but still not keep them too wet. Here it is essential not to overpot, even 
to the point of underpotting because any overwet or stale mix will kill roots quite quickly. Folks 
on the East Coast or in other areas where high rainfall renders water quality good to slightly 
acid have a much easier time of it. It is most frustrating to receive a plant from one of these 
areas in robust good health and watch it slowly decline because of our poor water. 
Some of the problems mentioned above arc being addressed by growers who are breeding 
selfcd and sibling populations of the more desirable forms from seed. Such plants tend to be 
much easier-growing and forgiving of poor water, etc. Bob Jones of Watsonville, California, has 
several very nice blocks of such species as Paph. niveum and Paph. bellalulum growing from 
seed at his range. Some of the species, such as Paph. delenalii and Paph. armeniamm, arc only 

LEFT, Paphiopedilum Delrosi 'Lussier', HCC/AOS (79 pts) (delenatii x  rothschildianum) grown by Raymond Lussier.  
Photograph by Michael MacConnail 
RIGHT, Paphiopedilum Mike Roccaforte ‘Stella Jane’, AM/AOS (80 pts.) (rothschildianum x Greyi) grown by 

Arnold J. Klehm Grower, Inc. and photographed by Rhonda Peters 
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Paphiopedilum bellatulum 'Haur Jih #3', 
AM/AOS (80 pts.), grown by Haur Jih Orchids  
and photographed by Jea Shang 

 
 
 
 
 
Paphiopedilum Vanda M. Pearman 'Sunset Valley 
Orchids', HCC/AOS (77 pts.) grown by Fred Clarke , 
Sunset Valley Orchids and photographed Arthur T. 
Pinkers. 

available in this way because natural populations have been collected out. The last two 
mentioned may not even be included in this taxonomic group in the future when their 
relationships arc better understood. They (especially Paph. delenalii) seem to be more tolerant 
of salinity problems. It is an interesting note that Paph, delenalii was once included in the list of 
"hard-to-grow" plants. In my experience, it is the easiest of this group to grow well. My first 
"expensive" orchid purchase was a small sclfing of Paph. delenalii 'La Tuilcric', bought for $30 
or $35. Although my wife would have happily killed me at the time, when it bloomed and 
received an AM several years later, she understood the value of the "investment." 

 

 
 
Paphiopedilum Psyche 'Supreme', FCC/AOS (90 pts.) grown by Marriott 
Orchids and photographed by James Osen 



Paphiopedilum White Alary 'Elegance', 
FCC/AOS (91 pts.) grown by Fred Capriccio.  
Photograph from the AOS award archives. 

The Brachypelalum group has long been the 
darling of breeders. Primary hybrids within this 
group retain the pristine beauty of their species 
parents with the added bonus of being much 
more robust, vigorous growers. One of the 
most highly awarded of all orchid hybrids is the 
famous Paph. Vanda M. Pcarman (delenalii X 
bellatulum). Another very popular grcx is Paph. 
Psyche (niveum X bellatulum), which is among 
my favorites. 
    Somewhat less successful, but still being 
regularly attempted, arc hybrids involving other 
paph groups. There arc drawbacks greater than 
with almost any other paph hybrid type in 
these, but the reward when the results arc as 
expected can be overwhelming. Hybrids with 
the Maudiae types can produce horribly twisted 
and streaked flowers, or they can produce the likes 
of Paph. Lawrebel (bellatulum X lawrenceanurri), 
Paph. Madame Martinet (callosum X delenatii), or 
Paph. Purity (niueum X Maudiae). Hybrids with 
the multiflora group already have been discussed. An area of continued activity is crossing the 
Brachypetalum group with complex standard types. Here again, when results are good, they are 
truly outstanding. Such recent awards as Paph. Ross Newman 'Golden Jamboree', 
FCC/AOS-G/CSA (Green Moon X godefroyae) and Paph. White Alary 'Elegance', FCC/AOS-
G/CSA (Yerba Buena X bellatulum van alburn) exemplify what breeders are looking for in this 
type. It is well to note that the most successful of this type have been made with green 
standards rather than red- or spotted-flowered clones. While there certainly has been the 
occasional "good one" from the other type of cross, such as Paph. Lady Clunas 'Whatcroft 

Hall' (delenatii X Gertrude West), the average or inferior clones are 
real monsters. Bob Jones notes that the results of the green X 
Brachypetalum hybrids at least are acceptable in the average clones, 
with far fewer "throwaways" and a better chance at an award. 

As this final installment draws to a close, and with it the series, it 
may be well to review what we have learned. Primarily we have 
discussed the general growing conditions for the majority of the 
paphiopedilums you will ever grow. We also have talked a little 
about some of the more arcane "ins and outs" associated with their 
long-term successful culture. Only in this last section did we go 
much into the breeding of any particular type or types. Did we 
learn anything here? Unfortunately, no one ever seems to learn to 
avoid the more difficult-to-grow and/or -flower types. That 
flowers may be rare, horribly streaked, or twisted doesn't seem to 
intrude into the rational part of a dedicated paph grower's mind. 

Not even mine. For example, as I write this, a two-spike, first-bloom Paph. rothschildianum is 
staring at me. At home, there is a lovely Paph. delenatii 'Debra', AM/AOS gracing my coffee 

Paphiopedilum Iona 
‘Sultanesque’, HCC/AOS         
(75 pts.) grown by Alexander I. 
Wilkie.  Photo from AOS award 
archives. 



table. Hmmm, I wonder . . . .  Could I be the one to make the first free-flowering Paph. 
Delrosi? Highly unlikely. 

Good growing! 
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