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January  Meeting  Webinar:

Everything You Wanted to Know About 
Pots and Potting Media. With Ron 

McHatton

If there is one orchid chore that induces anxiety it is 
repotting. Besides all the worry about pulling the plant out of 

the pot with the possibility of root damage, is the decision of 
what to put the plant back in? A plastic or clay pot and filled 

with, bark something else. This webinar explores many different 
pots and mixes and provides tips on picking a pot and potting 

mix that is right for you and 
your plant. Besides the 
excellent presentation from 
Ron McHatton (Chief 
Education and Science 
officer for the AOS) There 
will be are several 
experienced local growers 
available to answer 
questions.

The plant table will be a 
mixture of Paphs, tolumnias, 
Australian Dendrobiums and 
a few others that we have 
acquired lately.
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In order to provide a selection of treats at our meetings, we are asking members 
with last names that start with the letter S thru Z to bring refreshments to the 
meeting. 

Everybody needs a well 
stocked pot cabinet (even 
with all these pots I 
frequently don’t have the 
exact pot I want)



COS Officers
President 

Amanda Nixon 

VP Program
John OConnell

Kathie Ritter
Carolyn Salmon

Recording 
Secretary

Irene Patton

Treasurer
Janette Ford

Directors
Cathie, Anna

 
P.O. Box 223462 

Carmel, CA 
93922-3462

BackBulb Editor 
& Webmaster
John OConnell

Membership
Amanda Nixon

BackBulb C A R M E L  O R C H I D  S O C I E T Y

Upcoming  Events

January
1/9 Monday 7pm COS January Meeting

1/13 Friday 7:30pm Santa Cruz Orchid Society January 
meeting. The speaker is Carol Helen Beule Emmy awarded 
fashion designer, orchid grower, and potter. She will be 
speaking on Vanda (Neofinitia) falcata and also showing her 
classic Japanese style orchid pots. Meeting is 7:30 at the 
Grange Hall ,1900 17th Ave Santa Cruz Visitors are 
welcome!

1/21-22 Peninsula Orchid Society Show, Community Activities 
Building 1400 Roosevelt Avenue Redwood City, CA 94061

February
2/4-5 Gold Coast Cymbidium Society 
Annual Auction

2/6 Monday COS February Meeting

2/23-26 Pacific Orchid Exposition (POE), 
County Fair Building, 1199 9th Ave. 
Golden Gate Park, San Francisco. Preview 
Party is Thursday evening.

March
3/6 Monday COS March Meeting

3/10-12 Santa Barbara International 
Orchid Show, Earl Warren Showgrounds, 
Santa Barbara
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High  Anxiety 
It may be cold and rainy now 
but in a couple of months it 
will be warmer and your 
orchids will either be 
outgrowing their current pots, 
or getting tired of the old mix. 

So like orchid lovers 
everywhere you will need to 
repot at least part of your 
collection. Repotting is 
dreaded by new growers and 
old hands alike. For the old 
hand it is a time consuming 
chore to be gotten over with 

A cool plant (name forgotten) displayed by 
Janette Ford at the October meeting
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Choosing  Potting  Media
An attempt to answer the common 
question:

“What’s the best potting 
medium for my orchid?”

The correct answer to that is that there 
isn’t a single, best medium! Instead, 
when choosing potting media, one has 

to take a “holistic” approach and look 
at a variety of factors, including:

* The growing conditions the plant 
prefers.

* The plant’s water storage capabilities.

* How well does the plant take to 
repotting, that is, being disturbed.

* What kind of conditions are you easily 
able to provide.

or avoided, for the new grower, repotting seems to be a sometimes violent process 
that may endanger your precious plant, while requiring you to answer a 
horticultural quiz worth of questions.

1. What does the plant want? Wet, dry, somewhere in between?

2. What are my growing conditions? Cold, warm, dry, wet, seasonal differences, 
etc.?

3. What is my watering style? Forgetful, over attentive, rigid schedule?

4. What materials do you have on hand or will be able to obtain?

4. Given the answers to the questions above, what kind of pot and mix (or maybe 
a mount) is best?

4 Is the plant ready to be repotted? 

5 does the plant need to be repotted? Maybe right now, or a  maybe a year from 
now.

New growers, don’t worry, the old hands have to answer the same questions, and 
they have, or have had, the same anxieties that you have. So this year we are 
going to try to have some culture related programs and BackBulb articles to help 
everyone along.

The following article is from First Rays 
Website: https://firstrays.com/free-info/ 
It is another take on potting media 
(every orchid person has their own 
views on potting mixes) Ron McHatton 
will provide another view in the 
webinar that we will present at the 
January meeting.

John’s first 
orchid, a 
house 
warming gift 
from his 
sister in ‘93
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* How fastidious are you about 
watering and feeding, or at least 
what are your capabilities.

All of those factors should be 
considered when choosing a medium, 
and should be reconsidered for each 
type of plant you grow.

First of all, think about the conditions 
the plant experiences in nature (if it’s a 
hybrid, think about the species in its 
breeding background, especially recent 
ones). Right off the top we may be 
baffled, as orchids in nature usually 
have no potting medium at all, but are 
epiphytes, living attached to the bark 
of host trees! Look a little closer 
though, at the environment those roots, 
dangling in air, experience.

* Water Supply: Is the plant from a 
rainforest, constantly bathed in rain 
or fog? Is it instead exposed to 
seasonal monsoons followed by 
relatively dry periods, or does it get 
typical, random rains such as seen in 
many temperate climates?

* Air Movement: Heavy and wet, cool 
and buoyant, or parching, arid 
winds?

* Growing Location: Is the plant from 
a bog, where it constantly has “wet 
feet,” or is it in leaf litter on a forest 
floor, in a densely-leaved host tree, 
nestled in the detritus of fallen 
leaves, or up at the top where the 
wind and sun dry it out rapidly?

* Typical Temperatures: Is the plant 
from a hot, intermediate or cool 
environment? (The choice of medium 
can help you grow a plant that 
otherwise might not do well in your 
environment.)

Next, let’s looks at the plant’s physical 

structure, and how it relates to the 
plant’s water storage ability.

* Plant Structure: Those with 
pseudobulbs can generally store 
water for longer periods of time than 
those without. Take a close look at 
the leaves as well, before concluding 
your evaluation. Those plants having 
thin, strap-like leaves, such as 
oncidium and cymbidium, will lose 
their stored water faster than those 
with shorter, thick leaves, such as 
cattleyas. Plants that don’t have 
pseudobulbs have in some cases 
developed thick, fleshy leaves 
(phalaenopsis, for example) as their 
water storage scheme, but that’s 
obviously not as effective as 
pseudobulbs. Others that have 
neither pseudobulbs nor thick leaves, 
such as phragmipediiums, are going 
to need a steady supply of moisture.

* Root Structure is another important 
aspect in deciding on the medium. 
The factors to consider are the 
extent of root growth (long versus 
short, branched versus single), the 
thickness of the roots, particularly 
that of the velamen layer. A very 
extensive root system suggests that 
the plant has to work hard for its 
water and nutrition, so wants to 
gather as much as it can when it is 
available. By contrast, a short root 
system suggests easy and/or 
frequent availability of them. 
Velamen – that layer of white that 
covers healthy roots – is actually 
dead tissue that acts as a sponge to 
rapidly absorb water and nutrients, 
so they can be passed onto the 
plant. Thick velamen is generally 
found on plants that like to grab a lot 
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of water, but prefer to have their 
roots dry rapidly. Vandaceous plants 
are good examples.Don’t take that to 
mean that roots with thin velamen 
like to stay moist – you need to 
couple that with the plant’s storage 
structure, mentioned above. 
Oncidiums, for example, tend to have 
thin velamen on thin roots, but their 
root systems are quite extensive, and 
they have pseudobulbs for storage, 
so they too, like to dry fairly rapidly. 
Phalaenopsis, with their minimal 
storage capabilities, tend to have 
thick roots to add to the “reservoir,” 
so do well in a damp, but not soppy 
environment.

As to how well a plant tolerates 
repotting, that can generally be 
judged by the plant’s growth rate, with 
slow-growers being less tolerant of 
disturbance than others. Some plants, 
notably paphiopedilums, seem to 
actually enjoy repotting, often putting 
on a growth spurt immediately 
afterwards!

Your growing conditions play a most 
significant role in deciding on a 
medium. If you have no problem 
providing a constantly humid 
environment due to your climate or if 
you grow in a greenhouse, the moisture 
retention on the part of your media is 
less of a concern. Ambient 
temperatures play a role here, as well, 
as warmer temperatures tend to 
increase the evaporation of water, and 
along with the drying rate of the 
medium.

Your personal tendencies, and how 
much time you can- or prefer to spend 
watering your plants is another 
significant factor in choosing a medium. 

If you’re a “busy bee” who likes to 
pamper your plants, then an open 
medium that doesn’t hold a lot of water 
may be a good choice. If, on the other 
hand, you have a large collection and 
don’t have time for such individual 
attention, or if you travel a lot on 
business, it might be worth thinking in 
terms of a more stable moisture holding 
selection.

OK, now that we have the background 
behind us, it’s time to look at the 
various media ingredients that are 
commonly available, and their specific 
properties.

One of the more common media 
ingredients – used alone or in blends – 
is bark. The irregular shape of the 
pieces of bark can lead to excess 
packing, which may reduce the airflow 
to the root system, so consider going a 
little on the “coarse” side. Finer grades 
are often used for small seedlings, and 
the coarser grades for large plants.  
Orchiata bark is a superior brand, 
offering some significant advantages 
over others. Before using most bark 
products on the market, they need to 
be soaked overnight;  for Orchiata, do 
not soak it, but water it lightly with 
boiling water to facilitate wetting, then 
let it cool.

Coconut husk chips (CHC), made 
from the pithy covering outside of the 
spherical, hard coconut shell, is gaining 
popularity as a replacement for fir bark. 
It is readily available, relatively cheap, 
and wets and rewets better than bark. 
It also tends to be more regular in 
shape – chunks or cubes as opposed to 
coarse flakes – so facilitates better air 
flow throughout the root mass. CHC 
holds a lot more water than bark, so 
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keep that in mind when using it. It lasts 
longer than fir bark, but not as long as 
Orchiata bark. A word of warning: 
despite claims otherwise, most CHC has 
a fairly high salt content when you get 
it, so it pays to soak and rinse it several 
times prior to use.

Coconut husk fiber is the wiry result of 
stripping and shredding the interior of 
the coconut husk, rather than chipping 
it. It is springy and flexible, and is often 
matted to form liners to hanging 
baskets, but it can also be use straight 
as a medium for plants that really like 
to dry out fast. If fairly tightly 
compressed, water will stay in pockets 
in the mass for a longer time period.

Coir, sometimes called “Coco-Peat,” is 
the result of grinding the husk into 
coarse powder. It is often used as a 
substitute for peat moss in blends, but 
can be used alone for seedlings that 
like to stay damp.

Peat moss and its commercially 
available blends, such as ProMix HP, are 
sometimes used in the so-called “mud 
mixes,” which hold water really well. 
Like coir, it can be blended with other 
ingredients to produce a good medium 
for terrestrial and semi-terrestrial 
species.

Osmunda fiber, the roots of a number 
of ferns from the genus Osmunda, used 
to be a staple in the orchid-growing 
community, but it is now difficult to find 
a high quality fiber.. It is tough and 
springy, and requires vertical alignment 
in the pot to ensure proper drainage. In 
almost totally ensures that the plants’ 
roots get all of the air they need, and as 
it decomposes, is an excellent source of 
nutrients, requiring little or no 
supplementation via fertilizers.

Tree fern fiber – the “trunks” of 
tropical tree ferns – has replaced most 
osmunda in orchid culture. It is very 
stiff and airy, and can be obtained as 
shredded fibers, chunks or slabs. It has 
little moisture holding capacity, so 
aerates media blends very well. The 
slabs are often used for mounting 
plants directly.  Our own EcoWeb™ 
product is a recycled, synthetic analog 
of tree fern.

Redwood fiber, or “Palco Wool” as it is 
sometimes known, is a light, fluffy 
wood fiber that does not decompose, 
and is added as a moisture-retention 
aid and as a means of increasing the 
acidity of media blends.

Sphagnum moss is pretty much a 
standard in the orchid growing 
community, whether by itself or as a 
blend additive. Available in a wide 
range of quality – from the expensive 
New Zealand “Primo” and it’s close-but-
less-expensive counterparts from Chile, 
to some really lousy stuff (short 
strands, no “fluff”), – the good stuff is a 
great medium for plants that love 
constant moisture. Learning how to 
attain the proper packing density is a 
challenge, as it holds so much water 
that it can become sopping pretty 
easily. Generally, sphagnum becomes 
sour and in need of replacement in the 
6- to 9-month range.

Rock Wool is fiberglass made from 
melting basalt rock, and may be 
considered to be an inorganic form of 
sphagnum moss. It is available both in 
a loose fiber form or in cubes.

Hardwood charcoal is a very long-
lasting medium ingredient having a 
moderate-to-low moisture holding 
capacity. Many growers of vandaceous 
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2023 Membership Application
Please make checks payable to the Carmel Orchid Society and mail to: Carmel Orchid Society ­ 
Membership, P.O. Box 223462 Carmel CA 93922­3462
Please print  

Date                                                                                         

Name                                                                                       

Address                                                                                    

City                                                   State           zip               

Telephone                                                                               

Email address                                                                          

If you were referred by a current member, please provide

his/her name                                                                            

Renewal  _          New Member  _

Member of the American Orchid Society  _

Membership    
Single $35  ___
Couple $50  ___
Vendor $50  ___
Add an addtional $10 to receive 
the newsletter via USPS
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plants use the coarse grade as the sole 
medium. Some claim that the charcoal 
“sweetens” the medium by absorbing 
some of the foul chemicals produced in 
the decomposition of other media 
components, or excess salts from 
fertilizers.

Perlite, often referred to as “sponge 
rock” for the coarser grades, is 
expanded volcanic glass, and is a great 
aerator of blends, but still holds 
enough moisture to be a fairly good 
substrate for Semi-Hydroponic culture.

Pumice is similar in nature to perlite, 
but with a higher density and lower 
moisture-holding capacity.

LECA, standing for “Lightweight 
Expanded Clay Aggregate,” is a 
general term for any number of more-
or-less spherical terra cotta pellets that 
were originally designed to be the 
aggregate in lightweight concrete 

formulations, but later diverted to 
horticultural use. There are many 
brands available, including Aliflor, 
Hydroton, and others, and they vary 
greatly in their properties and 
applicability to orchid culture.

Diatomite is calcined diatomaceous 
earth muds. It is highly porous, and 
holds a tremendous amount of water. 
While it seems to be just too wet for 
Semi-Hydroponic culture, it has seen 
good application by itself for pot 
culture for plants that appreciate a 
damp root environment.

Don’t be afraid to experiment and 
blend your own potting media, 
modifying the blend as needed.  As you 
gain experience, your ability to assess 
their needs will allow you to customize 
the medium for the plant.
Copyright © 1994-2023 First Rays LLC
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