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Cattleya and their relatives 

Origin 

These epiphytic orchids grow on trees and rocks in the forests of Central 
and South America. They make good house plants and there are many 
colours and sizes. 

Where to grow them 

Most Cattleyas are tropical and need to be grown indoors or in a heated 
greenhouse. Indoors, place them near a window that gets bright light. In 
summer they can go outside in a bright spot. 

Light and temperature 

Cattleyas need bright light for flowering. Provide strong light but protect from hot direct midday sun, which 
can burn the leaves. Healthy leaves are a light, medium green. House temperatures suit them well with days 
above 20°C and nights down to 10°C. They tolerate short cold spells if kept dry. 

Potting medium 

Cattleyas need an open, free-draining mix so air can reach the roots. Use a medium to coarse bark mix, adding 
perlite, gravel or charcoal to improve air flow. Plants bought in sphagnum moss should be repotted after 
flowering. 

Repotting and subdivision 

Cattleyas grow sideways along a rhizome, sending up new shoots as they go. Repot every 2 to 3 years, when 
the mix breaks down or when the plant grows over the edge of the pot. The best time is when new roots start 
to appear, usually in spring. When repotting, place the oldest growth against one edge of the pot, with the 
newest growth facing the centre. Set the rhizome at the surface, not buried. Keep at least 3 to 4 growths in 
each division. Use clean, sterilised tools. 

Fertilizer 

Use a weak orchid fertilizer at half the recommended strength. Feed less in winter. Apply regularly (every 1 to 
2 weeks) while the plant is in active growth. Slow-release fertiliser can also be used.  

Watering 

Cattleyas store water in their pseudobulbs and like to dry out between waterings. Overwatering is the main 
cause of plants not thriving. Water about once a week, less in cold weather, and only when the mix is nearly 
dry. Water in the morning with room-temperature water so the plant dries by night. If the pot sits in a 
decorative outer container, take it out to drain after watering. Never let the pot stand in water. 

Flowering 

Most Cattleyas flower once a year, though some hybrids flower more often. Many are fragrant and the flowers 
last for weeks. A drop in night temperature in autumn, along with bright light, helps trigger flowering. Buds 
form on the newest growth, often inside a papery green sheath. Avoid water sitting around the buds. Once 
flowering finishes, cut off the old flower stem. The most common reason a healthy plant fails to flower is not 
enough light. 

 

More detailed information on orchid growing can be found in Growing Orchids in Cool Climate Australia (2nd 
Edition) by M J Fraser, J Wright, W Ferris (2013) or from the Canberra Orchid Society which holds monthly 
meetings. 

 See the web site for book and meeting details. 


