Growing Orchids Without Pots
By Steve Dorsey, Stevertd2010@gmail.com

It’s a Jungle Out There

Spring Is Not In The Air
It’s still winter in Seattle and I would assume most people are not thinking of
repotting their plants. The days are dark and the feeling of being engaged with
spring activities seems far in the future. However, in my daily forays into my
greenhouse, many of my plants are showing their anxious desire to get actively
growing again. New roots are forming on many of my Cattleya in advance of the
new growth soon to begin. The jungle will explode before you know it and
everyone will be crying out for attention.
Time to Plan
NWOS has their potting clinic coming next month at the Conservatory. Now is the
time to start planning your strategy of dealing with plants that have come to the
end of their stay in the pots you purchased them in. Some will be fine remaining
in the potted system, but this may be the time to consider those that would be
better place on vertical piece of real estate instead.

It’s Only Natural
For epiphytes, resting and attaching to a tree is just par for the course and their
natural habitat. If you grow Phalaenopsis for more than a year, you will see them
exploring for new surfaces as their roots crawl out of the pot. While pots provide
a convenient mode of growing orchids, it is definitely not their normal pattern.

Angraecum and Oeoniella growing on a
palm tree in Madagascar

Bulbophyllum growing on the side of a
tree

Aeranthes on a tree trunk

Getting Started
Growing orchids mounted may be referred to as growing on plaques, mounts,
slabs, and rafts. It isn’t complicated and one of the easiest ways of growing. Like
all orchids, timing is important as you want to do any readjustments of the plant
when the new roots are starting to form. Moving a plant after the roots have
developed will damage the roots and may set the plant back considerably or
even lead to its death. As I said, I have many plants starting up for the season
now, so keep an eye on your plants.
As with any growth medium or environment, it is important to secure the plant to
the mount well. Any wobble of the base is sure to be a problem. I typically use an
old fishing line (about 6 to 10 lb monofilament) to secure the plant to the plaque.
There are many possibilities of substrate to choose from. Traditionally people
have used cork bark which is very nice, but sometimes expensive or difficult to
obtain the amount you want. I have received some mounted on pine bark and
have used it with success. Other bark can be fine also, along with tree fern fiber
slabs, osmunda chunks, and even a synthetic product named Epiweb. The goal
is to have a long lasting material that won’t deteriorate quickly. I have used limbs
even as shown on this Sophronitis.

Sophronitis growing on tree limb

Cattleya schilleriana growing on pine
bark

Pleurothallid growing on osmunda
fiber slab. Note fishing line holding
the plant while adapting

Bulbophyllum growing on Epiweb
mount

Leptotes bicolor growing on
traditional cork bark mount

Even slats of wood to support can
work
Once the plants have been attached to their new home, they will attach the new
roots to the mount. This is a process known as thigmotropism. You have seen
this with vines that adapt to the limbs they attach as the tendrils wrap around the

structure available. The roots are seeking support for the plant and after they
grow a bit, the fishing line can be removed and the plant will remain stable.
I have collected and successfully used bark from trees in Washington state, but I
do treat them with pesticide and a sanitizer such as Physan 20 before doing so.
You should always clean and disinfect any growing pot or mount before using. I
would advise against using any wood from the coast or salt water areas as the
salt will be detrimental for any plant and difficult to remove.
Care and Culture tips
One of the things I like about growing on mounts is the ease of which it is to
know when to water. As they do in their native setting, they dry out more quickly.
It is very difficult to over water a mounted orchid. I have fewer issues with
disease than with potted plants. But you do have to water more frequently. Indoor
growers may have to provide humidity by grouping plants or using a humidifier in
the vicinity of the plants. But I have done so with a rolling rack which I used for
potted plants additionally. I put boot trays under to deal with water or overspray
when I misted the plants. I fertilize at a very weak rate and this allows for a
constant amount of low intensity so that the plants can absorb what they need
without burning them. I don’t have to worry about remembering how often I fed
them.
Perhaps you will see some plants that always crawl out of their pots in a vertical
fashion. These might be ones to consider mounting. Look at the pattern of growth
and let that guide you for what would be their best media to be in or on. So let
your concerns of trying something new take a rest and go for the wild side of
orchid growing. After all, it’s natural!

Happy growing!

Howeara Lava Burst ‘Puanani’ AM/AOS

