
Cymbidium 
While still a major part of many orchid collections in Cali-
fornia, over the past 10-15 years we have seen fewer 
Cymbidiums in the northeast, both on the plant table at the 
monthly meetings, and in the local shows.  This is a 
shame, since they are quite easy to grow (when you know 
what to do), and offer several attractive features: 

¶ Flowers last 6-8 weeks.  On multi-spike plants, the 
blooming period can be 10-12 weeks or more.  I have 
a couple of plants, which carry blooms for 4+ months 
each year. 

¶ They are available in a broad range of colors. 

¶ And, a few are fragrant. 

 
While many species are epiphytes, others are true terres-
trials.  Standard Cymbidium hybrids are best treated as 
cool growing terrestrial plants, which require high light, 
heavy feeding and lots of water. 

¶ Lois Duffin used 20% shade cloth.   

¶ Waldor uses old 30-35% shade cloth during outdoor 
season (it probably provides no more than about 20% 
shading now). 

¶ I grow these outdoors from late April
1
, till the first frost 

is forecast (can be anywhere from mid October to mid 
December), and in full sun.  If you are not concerned 
about the occasional light leaf sunburn, full sun is 
highly recommended.   

I try to move my plants out on the first of 2-3 days with 
overcast weather; this minimizes the sunburn.  If you 
wait till May, harden the plants in light shades for a 
week before moving them into full sun. 

When growing in full sun, you have to water a lot.  
Cymbidiums are terristrials, so they should not be 
allowed to go dry.   

 
(1) 
= I know of one PA grower, who brings Cymbidium 
out on milder days in March (and back inside at 
night as needed). 

The foliage is a good indicator of whether the plants are 
getting enough light.  Foliage should be yellowish green.  If 
the leaves are green, they are not getting enough light.   

My dad used a plain spaghnum/bark mix for Cymbidium.  I 
use a light terrestrial mix.  My traditional primary ingredient 
(chunky peat, in 1/2ò-2ò nuggets) is no longer available in 
the US, so I have had to modify the recipe.  I now use: 

3 parts mulch (preferably cedar) 

2 parts composted manure 

1 part   bark 

1 part   perlite 

1 part   Aliflor or LECA nuggets (very large plants only) 

You can also mix in leaf mulch & similar organic materials.  
The new mix holds less water than the one based on 
chunky peat.  During the outdoors season, I water with a 
sprinkler 3 times a week, 2-3 hours each time.   

¶ Since Cymbidium can easily split liners and standard 
plastic pots, I recommend the heavy órubberizedô pots 
used for trees & bushes (you can probably get these 
used  from a local garden center or landscaper).  
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¶ You should repot every 2-3 years.  As the plants grow 
in all directions, the new pot should have at least 2ò of 
clearance all the way around.   

¶ Once the plants reach a cer-
tain size, due to their heavy 
roots, it can be difficult to 
seat the plant in the new pot 
without getting the plant too 
high in the new pot. 

It is OK to cut the bottom 1/3 
of the root ball off with a 
clean razorblade.  I know, it 
hurts me too, but it can be 
necessary. 

¶ To avoid plants becoming too large and unmanagea-
ble, I recommend dividing hard at least every other 
time you repot.  I actually divide some of my plants 
every time I repot. 

In addition to the manure in the mix, we: 

§ Add a small handful of NutraCote to each pot in the 
spring (1-3 Tbsp, depending upon pot size). 

§ Water with full strength fertilizer every 2 weeks from 
March through November, and 1/2 strength during the 
winter. 

The only ôdifficultô part to growing Cymbidiums, is how to 
care for them during the 4-5 months they cannot be grown 
in the garden. There are several solutions for those who 
do not have greenhouse space available: 

A. A ó3 seasonô porch, taking plant inside only during peri-
ods of hard frost. 

B. A cooler bed room window. 

C. In a garage with windows. 

D. Under lights in a cool basement corner. 

E. Outdoors in a hole in the ground! 

If you build a cold frame, that is 5-6ô deep, and install a 
couple of 100W lamps in the bottom to provide a little 
bit of heat during the nights, you can winter Cymbidi-
ums outdoors.  While 40-45ÁF is preferable as mini-
mum temperature, they do tolerate temperatures down 
to 32ÁF, and at 5-6ô feet depth the temperature is 50ÜF. 

Re A-D:  While Cymbidiums prefer cool nights, the daytime 
temperature is less important (as long as it is not 
high and dry heat). 

The size of some of the óstandardô plants can be daunting 
(30-48ò tall foliage, and the plant in a 12ò tall pot), but there 
are both small and mid-size plants available in this genus.  
Cymbidiums can be broadly grouped into several catego-
ries: 

Standard plants 
These may have large or small flowers (so called 
óminiaturesô, which refers strictly to the flower size, not the 
plant size).  Flower spikes can be upright or arching, and 
carry 8-25 flowers.  Arching spikes are frequently staked to 
appear upright. 

 

Some 50-60 years ago, many hybrids were made between 
complex hybrids and Cym. floribundum (syn. pumilum), 
which produced compact plants with a lot of flowers on the 
spikes (true miniatures, in comparison with the standard 
hybrids).  These are rarely seen today, but can be found at 
SBOE and a few other CA nurseries. 

Some of the more rewarding species behind the hybrids 
are Cymb erythrostylum, insigne, lowianum (arching spike, 
a few are fragrant) & tracyanum (very fragrant).   

While not used much in breeding, there are other species 
worth growing, such as Cym. dayanum (Nov/Dec blooms) 
and Cym. aloifolium (summer blooming). 

Kim Feddersen/Fair Orchids        -  2  -          www.fairorchids.com 

eburneum lowianum

Cym. Sweetheart
(reg. 1955)

insigne

Alexanderi
(reg. 1911)

Eburneo-

lowianum

floribundum
(pumilum)


