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Oncidium Orchids 

 
Oncidium is a wonderful genus for orchidists since it contains sufficient 
numbers and in such a diversity of plant habit and floral features that 
a grower can spend a lifetime collecting all the variants and learning 
how to grow them. 
 
  
Numbering more than 750 species, these orchids are distributed in 
South Florida, Mexico, the West Indies, Central and South America. 
Ranging from the lowlands to high elevations in the mountains, most 
species grow as epiphytes on trees and rocks with a few being 
terrestrials. 

 Onc Browns Surprise 
  
Some distinct growth habits can be readily recognised within the genus. One group, the 
equitant species, lacks pseudobulbs and has iris like growths of divergent leaves closely 
overlapping at the base. Another group, dubbed by growers as ‘mule-ears’ have large, thick 
leathery leaves. The information given in this article assumes you have had no previous 
experience in growing Oncidiums. If you decide to grow your Oncidiums in pots, use a good 
bark. The size of the bark depends on the size of the plant. Small plants 6mm to 12mm bark, 
large plants 12mm to 19mm bark. Use 3 parts of bark to 1 part of polystyrene, sieve out all 
dust. 
  
CULTIVATION 
Oncidiums are generally regarded as being an adaptable group of orchids but even so 
consideration of their area of origin can help to avoid problems. Those species from high 
elevations are cool growers whereas those originating from the low lands require heat. Light 
and water requirements seem to be related and vary somewhat with the group involved. 
  
Those species which have tall, pear-shaped pseudobulbs are in continual growth throughout 
the year and need to be kept continually moist and do not have a high light requirement. 
Terete-leaved species, those with very small pseudobulbs and those with nearly round 
pseudobulbs should be allowed to dry out between waterings (every two or three days). They 
will also tolerate bright light but if the leaves begin to turn red, then reduce the light intensity. 
  
 
 
Most species of Oncidium are grown in pots but some suffer badly from 
root rotting and are much better on slabs. Under potting is better than 
over potting. Buoyant air movement is important to these orchids, 
which as a general rule do not require high humidity. 
 

Onc Papilio 
 Bark culture is best suited to those orchid species which produce one pseudobulb some 
distance above the previous one, a long upward growing rhizome joining them. Orchids are 
grown in pots for convenience, but culture on bark is much closer to their natural mode of life. 
  
Orchids growing on bark will require rebarking (bow-wow) at regular intervals, a plant can 
remain on a piece of bark or branch of a tree for several years, depending on the length of 
material. If a plant outgrows its piece of bark by growing continually upward, it will not affect 
the plant, provided that it is given sufficient moisture by regular spraying and has plenty of 
aerial roots from the newest pseudobulbs. However, there comes a time when it is necessary 
to remove the plant from the old bark, and place on a new piece of bark or branch. Having 
carefully removed the plant from the bark, the dead roots or pseudobulbs can be removed.  
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One advantage of bark culture is that there is hardly any disturbance to the plant and its entire 
root system can be left intact; there is no need of root trimming. Even roots slightly damaged 
during the rebarking operation can be left on the plant. Exposed to the air they will simply heal 
themselves and continue to grow. 
  
A pad of sphagnum moss is place for the whole length of the plant, which is placed with the 
oldest part of the plant to the bottom. There is no danger of over-barking but a long slender 
piece of bark is better than a broad piece. 
  
Mounted Oncidiums 
This means securing your plants to a tree fern, cork slab or piece of wood. Put the plant as 
close as possible to the bottom, (the plant likes to climb upwards) and place a small amount of 
Sphagnum Moss under the roots. This will help keep the slab moist and encourage the roots to 
attach themselves to it. Tie the plant firmly to the slab to avoid movement of the roots. 
Deciding whether to use tree fern, cork or wood should be no problem. Cork you can use 
immediately, wood if new, requires a good soaking for about 3 months to remove the sap. 
Tree fern need at least a year to prepare for use. If you decide to use tree fern, use the black 
one not the brown, which contains too much acid, which will kill the roots. To treat it you will 
need to soak it for about 3 weeks in a bucket of water to which you have added a good handful 
of garden lime. After 3 weeks hang it up somewhere in the garden for 12 months. The rain and 
sun should kill any acid that is left. 
  
Put your plant close to the bottom of the slab. As the roots start to grow, keep your eye on 
them. If the green tip starts to go black, remove the plant; hang up the tree fern, as there is 
still acid in the slab. 
  
If you have an Oncidium which has a nice bulb and green leaves but has lost its roots, don’t 
throw it away. Remove any remaining dead roots from the plant and secure it to a mount, 
spray the leaves with water every day and with weak fertiliser once a week. As soon as spring 
arrives, 98% of the time, a new lead will grow and the roots will follow. 
  
To remount an Oncidium 
When the Oncidium has reached the top of the slab, do not try to pull the plant off as it will 
probably die. First, cut back the plant 3 bulbs down from the top of the plant and powder the 
cut with Sulphur. The following spring the new lead will start to grow and all being well, a lead 
will grow from a bulb below the cut. Now this is the time to cut the mount. Saw the mount 
where you made the back cut – this must be done before the roots begin to grow. Put both 
pieces in pots with the mounts attached, fill the pot with bark to hold the plant steady and 
spray the roots regularly. The following year the new lead will be high enough to re-establish 
on a new mount. 
  
CULTURE 

 
There are warm growing Oncidiums, some of which are called 
Tolumnia and mule eared. There is also a number of the thin leaf 
variety which requires warmth in winter. The mule ears have thick 
leaves shaped like mule ears. They have no pseudobulbs. The 
Tolumnia have leaves which are narrow, thick and slightly grooved. 
They too have no pseudobulbs. 

Onc onustum  
 
The cool growing Oncidiums have thin leaves and pseudobulbs and their flowers are mostly 
yellow and browns. They can be grown in most areas of Australia provided they are protected 
from cold winds, frosty nights and prolonged low temperatures. In the cold areas, they are 
better grown in a greenhouse. Try to provide them with the same environment they would get 
in their natural surrounds. Fresh air, plenty of water when needed, weak fertiliser and most of 
all, protection from the sun. 
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Winter 
There isn’t much movement by the plants, just a couple of live roots, plenty of dead looking 
ones. Some plants have no live roots at all and the bulbs are shrivelled. Don’t panic, this is 
quite normal for this time of the year. Leave in the shade house all through the winder, unless 
there is more than 6 hours of rain. Then put them under cover until the rain ceases, then place 
them back out again. The exception to the rule is plants in pots and those on tree fern. They 
need to be under cover all winter. Just spray the leaves and any roots on top of the bark and 
any aerial roots. If it is a nice sunny day, spray all the plants with water first and then with a 
weak fertiliser. 
  
Spring 
Because the weather is unpredictable, it is not possible to tell when or how often to water your 
plants. If it is cold and raining, don’t water. When it is warm, water. The warmer the days get, 
the more the plants require water remembering to allow the roots to 
dry out between waterings. Around October, the plants will send out 
their new leads and the roots will start to appear even little roots pop 
out of the dead looking ones. As the weather warms up, increase 
watering and fertiliser to half strength twice a week. The plant on the 
tree fern can now have the same treatment as those on cork. Plants in 
pots need to have the roots sprayed as they start to grow and require 
fertilising the same as those on slabs. 
              Onc ornithorhynchum 
Summer 
The heat and hot winds can be very stressful for Oncidiums so keep them in the shade house 
during summer. The warmer the weather becomes the more the plants get watered and 
fertilised. If the temperature rises to 30c and above, wet the floor and lower the plants nearer 
the floor. It is also a good idea to place some Old Man’s Beard or Sphagnum Moss around the 
roots at the beginning of summer as this will help them from drying out in the heat. Do 
remove the material placed around the roots at the end of summer. Some time in February, 
the flower will spike. Don’t spray late at night in case water gets down the leaf where the spike 
is. 
  
Autumn 
The weather can still be very hot, so water and fertilise accordingly. The flower spike should be 
quite long now so keep a watch out for greenfly and caterpillars. Spray with soapy water for 
greenfly. If you use pure soap, it won’t harm the flower buds. Use your fingers and feet for 
caterpillars. If it rains, put the plants in flower under cover to protect the flowers. The top half 
of Australia and the Northern Territory has beautiful weather and Oncidiums should grow very 
well, watered and fertilised regularly. 
  

 
 
Always remember that every orchid house is different and some growing 
conditions may need to be changed to allow for this. So, do enjoy growing 
your Oncidiums and they will reward you with spikes of beautiful ‘dancing 
ladies’. 
  

 
Onc sphacelatum – Dancing Ladies 
 
These notes have been used at our Cultural and New Grower’s Meetings. They are from various 
sources and we thank the authors. All articles are supplied in good faith and the Bribie Island 
Orchid Society and its members will not be held responsible for any loss or damage. 


