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Soft-cane Dendrobiums (Dendrobium nobile and its hybrids) 

 
Origin 
Soft-cane dendrobiums originate from the mountainous areas of 
the Himalayas, southern China and Indochina. They are popular, 
easy to grow orchids that produce masses of large colourful flowers 
all along its stems. Their ability to grow at high altitudes make 
them ideal for Canberra’s cool climate. 
 
Where to grow them 
Soft cane dendrobiums can be grown outside, although they need 
protection from the winter frosts. A location under cover with 
some direct light or an unheated greenhouse is ideal.  
 
Light and temperature 
Soft-cane dendrobiums like bright light. In winter, this can be direct sunshine. In summer, some light shade will 

prevent leaf burn. These can tolerate temperature extremes from near freezing up to 40°C.  

 
Potting medium 
Soft-cane Dendrobiums require a well-drained medium. Bark size of 9-12 mm is recommended for most 

plants. For larger specimen sized plants, a coarser bark can be used. Soft-cane dendrobiums can get very top 

heavy, so adding some heavy pebbles to the bottom of the pot can help with stability. 

 
Repotting and subdivision 
Soft-cane dendrobiums like to be root-bound, so only repot up to a larger pot when the canes are reaching the 

pots edge. Choose a pot that is only slightly bigger (1-2 cm) than the root ball. Old leafless growths should be 

retained as these can continue to flower. Once plants reach a large size, they can be propagated by splitting 

the plant into separate divisions. Soft-cane Dendrobiums can also be propagated from aerial growths (keikis).  

 
Fertilizer 
During the growing season, provide a nitrogen based liquid fertiliser every fortnight. Stop all fertilising during 
the winter rest. 
 
Watering 
Soft-cane dendrobiums come from a monsoon-climate. During the warm growing season, plants should be 

watered heavily (2-3 times a week). During winter, watering should stop altogether and the plants allowed to 

remain dry. Watering should only commence in early spring when the flower buds are developing. Too much 

water during winter will often result in the development of keikis rather than flowers.  

 
Flowering 
In Canberra, soft-cane dendrobiums produce flowers during spring, generally from September to November. The 
flowers can last between 4 and 8 weeks. Soft cane Dendrobiums need a cooling period (at least 10°C or lower) for 
a few weeks to initiate flower buds. Plants grown in brighter light will have flowers along most of the stems rather 
than just from the tops.   
 
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. 


