No Longer a Killer

Confessions of a Bad Grower Who Found Salvation in Hydroponics

BY CHARLES RHODES
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I AM AN ORCHID KILLER.

Let me rephrase that: I was an
orchid killer. A successful orchid killer.
There is no getting around it. I've killed
so many orchids I'm surprised anyone
sells them to me. You name it, I've
probably killed it. In fact, a person might
think I scarched for new, interesting
and rare species just so I could kill
them. I brought these beauties to my
greenhouse, looking healthy and
beautiful, just to watch them die slowly,
leaf by leaf, cane by cane, devoid of
any roots, dead, dead, dead. 1 longed
for the plants to thrive, looking for
something, anything, species or hybrid,
that I could grow without watching it
slowly wither until the last leaf fell or
there was no hope for recovery. 1
desired the flowers to brighten my
home, their fragrance to relax my mind,
but all I got was horrible, ugly death.

Oh, how I remember the beginning,
when my friend Frank gave me my first
phalaenopsis, saying “phals are easy”
and “anyone could grow them.” (Poor
little Phalaenopsis Marrington [Golden
Buddha ‘Raspberry Delight’, AM/AOS
x Vladimir Horowitz ‘Krull Smith’,
HCC/AOS], who I called Phal. *Vlad.”
My new little friend didn’t have a
chance.) T was stung with that chronic,
obsessive disease known as orchido-
philia. I fell for the poison of their beauty,
flowers so unimaginable that you might
think Wells or Heinlein had created
them. Color, shape, strangeness — all
were responsible for the seduction, the
fever that consumed me. I must have
orchids.

Poor Frank couldn’t have foreseen
the horror of wilting leaves, drying
roots and dessicated pseudobulbs that
my greenhouse became. Mealybug and
spider-mite infestations were an
everyday occurrence. Every way to
watch a plant die I've seen first hand. 1
longed for a way to overcome my
obvious inability to grow these
wondrous plants. Maybe I didn’t give
them enough fertilizer? I increased
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fertilizer and they still died. Maybe
they're not getting enough light? I
removed the shade cloth and they still
died. I bought a better fan. Still more
death. So, despondent and ashamed, I
took one of my failing orchids to a local
grower, one good at keeping secrets,
and asked what I was doing wrong. His
answer was simple, coming down to
this; the plants needed to be watered. I
asked, “Can’t over watering rot and
cause mold, bacteria, even root death?
He responded, “Every plant needs
water at least once a week.” I was
mortified. Could it be such a simple
answer? Could it have been that
obvious?

You see, I believed everyone when
they said too much water can Kill, and
kill mercilessly. Frank had even said he
watered too much, and he worried about
drowning his plants. So I turned into a
chronic underwaterer, one who watered
only before a certain time in the
morning, lest they not have enough
time to dry out and thus develop rot.
So, if I got to the greenhouse too late,
after remembering I nceded to water,
my plants would have to wait. And
they waited a lot. I was a creator of mini-
deserts, watering my orchids about as
often as I watered my cacti. The fact
that I've even watched cacti fade away
to nothing because of lack of water
escaped me. I lost vegetables because
I didn’t water during drought. Even
birds would avoid my yard, knowing
the search for water would prove futile.
Only the ants appreciated my method
of watering, bringing their little herds
of aphids and mealybugs to suck the
life out of my plants without worry of
flooding and drowning in the deluge.

Oh, I had a few flowers. I would get
excited and think, “See, I can grow
orchids,” when something would
bloom, only to watch it die the next
month, not understanding that the
plants were desperately using the last
of their energy in an attempt to
reproduce and save their line by
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OPPOSITE Clear or opaque plastic pots ABOVE The author's introduction to

with two or three % inch (.6 cm) holes, orchids came when a friend offered him a
depending on pot size, approximately plant of Phalaenolpsis Marrington (Golden
1 inch (2.5 cm) up from the bottom, are Buddha x Vladimir Horowitz). Shown here
used by the author to grow orchids semi- is the clone ‘Frank’'s Choice’, HCC/AOS.
hydroponically. Grower: Krull-Smith.
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sending up the last futile spike. Those
poor desperate innocents. Horrors.

The countless phalaenopsis, on-
cidiums, cattleyas and dendrobiums,
relegated to the compost heap or trash,
never to be seen again. Bulbo-
phyllums, dendrochilums — the list is
endless. Many species on cork or tree-
fern plaques, bright and green when put
in the greenhouse, crinkled, brittle, and
kept for months in the hope that they
were just “dormant,” finally taken to
the trash when they turned to dust in
my hands. And then, the worst
possible things happened. First, my
Phalaenopsis Baldan's Kaleidoscope
(Hausermann's Candy x Daryl Lockhart)
died. I cried. I loved that orchid. I thought
it beautiful, its delicate pattern of magenta
veins on that yellow background
intriguing, even if most thought it just a
novelty. Then, I took off for one week of
vacation, relaxing and forgetting and
shopping, only to return and see that all,
and I mean all, of my cattleyas had been
invaded and infected with mealybugs
and ants. Whole pseudobulbs were
covered in white, like they had been
sprayed with fake snow. I tried to clean
them, but it was too late. I lost all of them.
I was despondent. I had to do something,
anything that would keep them alive, or
else give up orchids altogether, turning
to something less stressful and
unforgiving, like skydiving or graduate
school. It was obvious that if I wanted
to enjoy orchids I needed to find a way
that would work for me, save the plants
and bring beauty and life back to my
greenhouse.

I remembered the expert telling me
many months before that I needed to
change my watering habits. Because
my life is busy, it’s difficult to get to
the greenhouse with enough time to
look at the plants, remove dead leaves,
treat infestations and apply water. I had
soon reverted back to my old habits,
watering the orchids about as often as
I watered my cacti. More died.

TRYING NEW MEDIA Next I
figured 1 needed a better potting
medium that would hold more water, yet
provide the air flow necessary for good
root health. I tried every combination
of potting ingredients imaginable,
spending more money on a hobby I was
thinking of abandoning. I read as many
articles as I could, looking for the magic
mix that would solve my problems. I
learned there are almost as many mixes
as there are orchid growers. | was
overwhelmed.
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I bought new fir bark. I bought
charcoal, large and small. T bought
osmunda, sponge rock and perlite.
Then I began to repot. I used fir bark
with varying amounts of charcoal and
perlite. 1 added some osmunda. I used
sponge rock. I removed my plants from
their pots and used new pots. I
bleached all my tools, and cleaned the
plants. Many had only one or two
roots left. I put them in the new mix
and, at first they looked like they’d
make it, then they began to fade again.
I thought sphagnum would be my best
friend, keeping valuable moisture close
to the plants, so I added it to the mix.
Did you know roots can turn to mush
in two days? Sphagnum held too much
water, or, under my care, it just turned
to dry, hard, waterproof strings that
repelled moisture. I looked at soilless
mixes, thinking they would hold more
water, and found that they can turn to
stone in two weeks. The roots rotted
and then dried. I tried mounting with
sphagnum on the mount. I used cork,
tree-fern plaques, even sticks of
hardwood. But my watering schedule
would devolve to the old ways, so I
ended up with dry sticks and dead
plants. 1 diligently repotted, remounted,
trimmed dead roots, removed fading or
dead leaves, killed crickets, scale,
slugs and still watched my plants
wither. I repotted again, with new mixes
and products. Nothing worked. 1'd
listen to the experienced growers in
the Tidewater Orchid Society, knowing
their success and thinking if I knew
their secrets 1 would also succeed. But
everyone had a different mixture,
watering schedule and heat require-
ments. I prepared to watch the last of
my plants die, searching the Internet for
a new hobby.

FINDING THE SOLUTION Once
again, enter my friend Frank. This time,
he was raving about a new potting
method that was working wonders for
him. I went to his greenhouse and was
impressed with the way his plants
looked. His greenhouse was lush with
life. All plants were showing vigorous
new growth, strong, sturdy roots and
those with spikes or blooms were
vibrant and beautiful. There was no
wilting, no dryness, no death. I was
captivated. I had to know this new
method, because I really did want to
succeed with orchids. Frank went on
and on about how it was working so
well for him. I was already jealous of
his ability to grow orchids, thinking
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his plants always looked good. But, I
admitted, they did look a lot better. I
asked him about what he was doing,
and he referred me to First Rays
Orchids (www.firstrays.com) to learn
from the source. That night I went to
the Web site and my orchid life
changed. Was it possible that this
method, what Ray Barkalow calls semi-
hydroponics™ could finally make me
look like an orchid grower instead of
killer? So, using the site as my primary
source, I studied. I read the whole site,
even the forums. I liked the way
Barkalow explained how he tested
different media, finally settling on
PrimeAgra®, a lightweight expanded
clay aggregate (LECA) that was reusable,
clean and, best of all, perfect for semi-
hydroponics™ growing. I liked the
explanations of how hydroponics
works and how semi-hydroponics™ is
different from it. I liked that he was
available on line for help if you were
trying his method.

Unlike the traditional method of
hydroponics, where water continuously
runs over the roots, providing nutrients
and moisture for the plants, semi-
hydroponics™ provides water in a
reservoir that can wick up the medium,
providing moisture and air flow at the
same time. Barkalow found PrimeAgra®
and has his own pots made. These are
clear or opaque plastic pots with two or
three % inch (.6 cm) holes, depending on
pot size, approx-imately 1 inch (2.5 cm)
up from the bottom.

I purchased some PrimeAgra®, pots
and Dyna-gro K-L-N solution. When
the supplies arrived, a new era in
orchids began for me. I started by
soaking the PrimeAgra®, adding some
K-L-N solution to the soak. After 24
hours I was ready to start the repotting.
I chose 10 plants, all phalaenopsis, at
random, deciding that, if this didn’t
work, 1 was finished with orchids. I
again sterilized my tools, and kept a
solution of 10 percent bleach so cross
contamination wouldn’t occur. Every
time 1 started on a new plant my tools
were dipped in the bleach solution and
rinsed. The plants to be repotted were
soaked in water for a while to help make
the roots flexible and help in removing
the organics from the roots. According
to the site, this was necessary to
prevent disease. One at a time, I set
aside the tag after dipping it into the
bleach solution, took the plant out of
the pot, and began to diligently remove
all the organic matter and dead roots



from the roots system. Some had only
one or two sad little roots. I tried to
leave as many leaves as possible, but
some were beyond recovery and would
merely have drained energy from the
plant. All spikes were removed to help
further growth.

After the cleaning, an appropriate
semi-hydroponics™ pot was chosen,
depending on the size of the plant and
the amount of roots. The pot was filled
about one third of the way with soaked
PrimeAgra® and the plant placed in the
pot. More PrimeAgra® was gently
placed around the roots, the pot shaken
when necessary to fill the gaps.
PrimeAgra® was added until it reached
the appropriate level for the plant. The
tag was then placed in the pot and the
plant returned to the greenhouse. This
was probably the simplest repotting I
had done, the hardest part being
cleaning the roots of all organic matter.
Then, T waited.

One of the plants chosen had
suffered some crown rot. I had been
able to stop the rot, but the plant
showed no signs of recovery and I
thought T would have to throw it away.
Another was so limp that I almost didn’t
bother. And, miraculously, my poor
little Phal. Marrington had survived to
this point and was hanging on. He was
also repotted. There was one plant that,
after clean up, had only one 2-inch (5-
cm section of viable root. Two plants
had just been purchased, but were in
sphagnum. The other four were in
various stages of distress.

I didn’t fertilize, counting on the
K-L-N solution to help generate
root growth. I looked in the pots
periodically to see if there was any
progress. I did notice some root
activity, but this had happened with
the previous repottings, so I needed
to see more evidence. And I did. The
plant with the crown rot started a new
growth. I was amazed. This had never
happened before. Phalaenopsis Mar-
rington almost magically, had roots all
the way down to the reservoir. The limp
plant put out two new leaves, bright,
shiny and full of vigor. All plants were
showing new signs of real growth.
One even began to put out a spike. I
was happy, almost giddy, with the
prospects. The next weekend I decided
to repot all my phalaenopsis and some
others following this method.

All my phalaenopsis now show
beautiful root and leaf growth. My
Chysis bractescens is actively growing,

RAY BARKALOW/FIRST RAYS ORCHIDS

ABOVE The extensive root system of this
phragmipedium shows the benefits of
growing in PrimeAgra® in a clear plastic
container. This method offers another way
of cultivating orchids and is especially well
suited to those hobbyists who travel often
and need to leave their plants unattended.
Just about any orchid can be grown this
way, except perhaps for tolumnias
(equitant oncidiums), which do best when
their roots are allow to dangle in the air.

each pseudobulb stronger and bigger
than the one before. After sulking a
while, all paphiopedilums are growing
and getting stronger. The dendrobiums
sulked the longest, but they, too, are
growing. Dendrobium kingianum,
started from one pitiful keiki (plantlet)
is showing new canes and lots of roots.
My Oncidium Sharry Baby (Jamie
Sutton x Honolulu) looks like it’s going
to make it. Sure, I’ve lost a few, those
beyond recovery, but my success rate
is good, especially after you figure how
poorly I was doing before. I may lose
the promenaea, which is still pining,
and I still hope the dendrobium
from Hawaii will make it (doubtful). I
haven’t tried some species, because I
thought I couldn’t grow them, but now
I see I might be able to. Maybe even a
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phragmipedium or two will enter
my collection — perhaps even some
pleurothallids. Masdevallias are def-
initely a possibility.

And now? I'm an orchid grower. My
greenhouse is once again a happy
place, full of life. I don’t go to it
wondering which pot will have to be
removed, the plant dead or beyond
recovery. I look for bloom spikes and
sheaths. I wonder at root growth. I glory
in the lushness of my little oasis. My
watering technique hasn’t changed,
but I don’t worry about that anymore.
All my plants look like they should. I
know, with this technique, I can’t
grow stanhopeas or draculas, but my
vandaceous and angraecoids are doing
very well. This year I even bloomed
Neofinetia falcata, something Frank
says he hasn’t done. And maybe the
way to grow plants of Stanhopea or
Dracula in PrimeAgra® is just waiting
for someone to develop it.

There are many ways to grow
orchids. The trick is finding the right
way for you. PrimeAgra® and semi-
hydroponics™ work for me. My plants
now have a water source that keeps
them vigorous and growing. I've
returned to experiencing the strange
beauty, the exotic show, the vivacious
life of the wonderful, addicting and
utterly fascinating plants.

There is joy in my garden, rapture
in my greenhouse and fun in my heart
as I once again experience the wonder
of my orchids. The fever is strong
again. I'm shaking with anticipation. I
can’t wait for my next plant. Hmm, where
is that orchid directory?

And yes, Phal. Marrington still
lives, growing roots and leaves, and,
for the first time, bloomed this summer,
after nine years of hanging on and near
death. What a tenacious little fellow.

Charles Rhodes has been growing (and
killing) orchids for 10 years. His

favorite genera are Phalaenopsis and

Dendrobium, although he also grows
plants in the genera Paphiopedilum,
Cattleya and Bulbophyllum, among
others. He also has two native orchids
in his garden, part of his local society’s
conservation effort. This vear, the
Cypripedium calceolus had four blooms;
it was the first year it flowered. Charles
is a member of the Tidewater Orchid
Society and currently its secretary and
newsletter editor. 549 Broad Street,
Portsmouth, Virginia 23707 (e-mail
roadytoad @ cox.net).
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