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“Dendrobium Species Culture” 
An in-person Presentation by Harry Gallis MD.  

AOS Judge and President of Triangle Orchid Society 
 

Sunday, November 13 from 1 pm to 5 pm:  Presentation at 2 pm 
In Classroom 1 at Lewis Ginter Botanical Garden 

 
 

I am a native of Athens, GA, and graduate of Duke University School of Medicine where I practiced and 
taught internal medicine and infectious diseases. I’ve been formally retired from medicine for 10 years but still 
work part time as a medical consultant for Social Security. 
 

I began growing orchids in 1980, initially purely as a hobbyist,  
ultimately growing my collection to a small commercial backyard  
operation with 3500 plants.  I have been a member of the AOS 
since 1980, entered the AOS judging program in 1991, chaired  
the Carolinas Judging Center, served as AOS judges’ training  
coordinator, AOS Trustee from 2004-2010 and 2013-16, and as 
Chair of the Judging Committee of AOS from 2010-14 and now 
an Emeritus Judge.  I left the board in April 2016 but continue to 
serve as an Honorary Vice President and member of the AOS 
Governance Committee. I have been active in the Triangle Orchid 
Society here in Durham since 1980, past president, program chair 
and everything else. 
 

My plants have received 56 AOS awards including three of my 
own hybrids: Den. Alex Gallis, Den. Sara Gallis and  
Rct. Savannah Hope Gallis.  My collection consists primarily of  
Cattleyas and Dendrobiums.  



 President’s Message  
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Hello VOS Members: 
 

It is so wonderful to see members at our meeting and I would encourage you to 
join us again on Nov 13th. This is a week earlier than usual to accommodate an 
event at Lewis Ginter – and we should have a better chance at finding a place to 
park!  We will be in Classroom 1 for our meeting – it is just down the hall 
from the Azalea Room in the Education Bldg. We start getting everything set 
at 1:00 – it’s a great opportunity to reconnect with members and review the  
orchids for show. The actual meeting starts at 2:00.  
 

Our Show committee has been busy lining up everything we need to start the 
planning for the 2023 show event. I’m sure we will have an update soon. I will 
bring sign-up sheets to the meeting for all the volunteer positions we need for 
the show. Please consider giving a few hours of your time for this amazing 
event. 
 

Robin and Cinnie have been busy planning our holiday gathering. Mark your 
calendars for December 4th at the Faison Center in Richmond (in the 
Willow Lawn area). This event is a potluck luncheon – and the food is always 
wonderful! VOS will supply all the paper products and drinks, with members 
bringing a variety of veggies and salads (who wants all desserts at the potluck?! 
hummm?). We will send out more about the luncheon as the time gets closer. 
Another component of our potluck is ‘Bingo for Orchids’. Once the eating dies 
down, we start playing bingo – with winners getting to select an orchid 
(purchased by the VOS). Typically, we have about 30 orchids and we continue 
playing until all the orchids are gone. Guests are welcome to attend the potluck 
– but only members in good standing can win an orchid during bingo. Finally,  
we will also be collecting can goods or other non-perishable items for the Food 
Bank – so please consider bringing a contribution to the luncheon on Dec. 4th. 
 

Be sure to pay your membership dues if you haven’t already. Joanne (our  
membership chair) has created a wonderful spreadsheet about our members. 
Some members have not completed a member form so that we have your  
address, email, and phone should we need to reach out to you. Please be sure 
she has all your information. 
 

We look forward to seeing everyone at the Sunday, November 13 meeting 

at Lewis Ginter – Classroom 1!! 
 

Donna 

Our Meeting Location: 

Classroom 1 in the 

Kelly Education Center 
Lewis Ginter Botanical Garden  
1800 Lakeside Ave., Henrico, VA  23228  

 

 

Covid-19 Compliance:  Currently the Garden has no covid-19 restrictions.  Thank 
you for helping us maintain the health and safety of our members, but please do not come if 
you feel ill. 
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DENDROBIUMS:  ROY TOKUNAGA 

Cindy Coty - Photographs by Eric Hunt and Roy Tokunaga 

Reprinted with permission from “Orchid Digest,” O-N-D 2010 
www.orchiddigest.org  

 

ROY TOKUNAGA, OF WAIMANALO HAWAII, is a noted grower, hybridizer extraordinaire and partner with Harry 
Akagi in the well respected orchid business, H&R Nurseries. H&R Nurseries produces hybrids and seed-grown species 
for the hobbyist and commercial sales markets. Roy speaks all over the world at orchid symposia and societies about 
growing and hybridizing in the very large genus Dendrobium, a genus which he has been working with for over 30 years. 
Several months ago it was my pleasure to hear his talk on dendrobiums, and the following article is my effort to share 
some of his wisdom.  

 

The purpose of Roy's talks is to simplify dendrobiums - to keep it simple. He uses the sections to help people organize the 
large number of dendrobiums so they will start to say, that's a Nobile, Latouria, Formosum, and so on. The simplicity  
creates strange ambiguities, but he thinks it is better than asking orchid society members to memorize hundreds of  
random names. Due to time constraints in his talk and the huge size of the genus Dendrobium, Roy was only able to touch 
briefly on many of the species and hybrids within the various Dendrobium sections. However, his talk sparked my own 
curiosity to do further research into the topic. Hopefully, our combined efforts will provide insights into this popular and 
fascinating genus. (Any errors are those of the author, C.C.)  

 

The Dendrobiinae is a vast family whose geographical range stretches from Japan and Korea in the north, to islands south 
of the South Island of New Zealand; from the westernmost habitats in India, to the east as far as the islands of Tahiti. The 
staggering diversity of habitats throughout this geographic range has contributed to the evolution of approximately 40 
different sections in the family, yielding as many as 1000 different species and making it one of the largest genera in the 
Orchidaceae.  

This wide geographic range encompasses tropical climates, semi-deserts, 
rainforests, and even the extreme temperatures of the Himalayan foothills. 
With the large number of Dendrobium species originating from such  
diverse environments, it is likely hobbyists can find a hybrid or species 
that will thrive under their specific growing conditions. Roy is working  
to make these species and their hybrids accessible and to assure growing 
success.  
    

There are a few cultural requirements that are consistent throughout the 
whole spectrum of the genus. These are: good air movement and the right 
potting material. Dendrobium culture is most successful when the potting 
mix provides good aeration and rapid drainage. Plants like to be in smaller
-sized pots; pots in sizes over three to four inches tend to hold too much 
moisture. If larger pots are used, closely monitor the water retention of the 
medium. Roy likes to use plastic pots with air space in the bottom. As 
plants get established and need more root room, he uses a technique to lift 
the root ball higher in the pot to create bottom air space for new roots. He 
lifts the plant so that the upper portion of the root ball is above the top of 
the pot. This creates space at the bottom of the pot that encourages  
vertical air flow and allows plenty of space for the roots.  
    

The goal is to create a mix with the perfect balance of moisture for the 
roots, ambient humidity, and an ideal pH of five to six - slightly acidic. A 
coarse mix is  best if you tend to water frequently. Roy keeps plants with 
similar watering needs grouped together on the bench to prevent watering 
mistakes. Overwatering is the major cause of problems in growing  
dendrobiums. For the sections that require a definite dry period, water is 
reduced, but plants are never allowed to completely dry out.  
    

The roots are somewhat intolerant of salt accumulation so Roy waters his 
plants twice: one thorough drenching to wet the media and wash away salt 
accumulation with a second to provide water for the roots. He cuts back 
on fertilizer in the winter months.  
    

Dendrobium cuthbertsonii 

Dendrobium Aussie’s Hi-Lo  
(cuthbertsonii x laevifolium) 
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At H&R, the dendrobiums are grown in a shade house in bright light. They grow quickly in this environment so they are 
ideal plants for the orchid trade. Dendrobium bigibbum (phalaenopsis) was the standard example of the species in  
cultivation for many years because it is easy to grow and has showy, cascading flower spikes. There are drawbacks that 
have caused them to diminish in popularity among commercial growers; the flower spikes are not suitable for the cut 
flower business due to their short flower life, and the pot plant business prefers upright, well-arranged inflorescences.  
Consequently, there now are two divergent lines of Dendrobium hybridizing: plants suitable for the pot plant business, 
and those grown for exhibition and the hobbyist. The pot plants must be showy, robust and have long-lived flowers. 
Many Dendrobium species do not possess these traits so are grown by commercial vendors for their beauty and novelty 
for sale to orchid enthusiasts.  

 

As hybrids are made in the genus Dendrobium, there are some general guidelines that H& R uses to produce  
commercially desirable plants. They look at characteristics such as growing requirements, overall size, and suitability for 
development of a desirable commercial plant. As an example: if a species has relatively difficult temperature  
requirements but other desirable traits, they will select a second parent that confers more temperature tolerance. During 
the next round of hybridization they try to improve characteristics such as flower number, presentation, longevity,  
Floriferousness, and fragrance. When these parameters are met, they attack the issues of flower shape and color. This 
process continues with multiple iterations using selfings, sibling crosses, or by introducing another new parent. With time 
and effort, they have produced floriferous, easily-bloomed plants with desirable flowers.  

 

Over time, Roy and Harry have developed an understanding of the specific growing needs of the various species of this 
genus. Combining this knowledge along with their preference for certain Dendrobium species, H&R has generated the 
current, extensive list of plants that are well-suited for hobbyist culture. Following are descriptions of the species used, 
some of their hybrids, and the rationale behind their selection.  

  

The Section Cuthbertsonia 
Some experts treat Dendrobium cuthbertsonii and its relatives as part of 
the section Oxyglossum, but Schlechter and Lavarack regard them as their 
own section, Cuthbertsonia. This section is composed of just three species. 
The plants have short, thick pseudobulbs topped by one to five leaves with 
inflorescences emerging from the apex of the pseudobulb and flowers that 
are large in comparison to the size of the plants.  

 

Several characteristics of these flowers point to birds as pollinators: the 
color (birds see color, insects are color blind) and they are resupinate with 
the lip facing upwards so when the bird inserts its beak into the nectar the 
sticky pollen is picked up by the bottom of the beak. The pollen is found in 
shades of brown, gray, or black instead of yellow to escape being eaten by 
the bird. Birds are considered poor pollinators and the longevity of the 
flowers reflects that. They require constant cool, humid conditions with 
good air movement and no dry period.  

 

Dendrobium cuthbertsonii (synonym Dendrobium sophronites) is native to 
New Guinea and is the most commonly grown species of the section. It is 
a natural companion to cool growing odontoglossums. Dendrobium  
cuthbertsonii requires excellent air movement and the use of sphagnum 
moss is preferred as a medium to prevent it from drying out. The 1.8 cm 
pseudobulbs form clumps with approximately 4 cm leaves on the top. The 
single flowers can be 3.3 cm across and 5 cm long, peeking above the  
foliage with often brilliant yellow, orange, red or purple colors.    

 

Dendrobium laevifoliurn, found on the islands of Bougainville and  
Vanuatu, is very much like Dendrobium cuthbertsonii, but is found at 
much lower elevations. This makes these plants much more warmth  
tolerant. The pseudobulbs are slightly larger in size, but the leaves can be 
much larger (up to 14 cm) and leaf sheaths appear as upright bristles, 
providing a spiky background for the flowers. The inflorescences can  
produce up to four large flowers, up to 4.5 cm, in colors ranging from cream to pink or purple. The flowers have less  
longevity than Dendrobium cuthbertsonii, only lasting for up to one month. Phil Spence made a cross between  
Dendrobium cuthbertsonii and Dendrobium laevifoliurn and registered the cross in 1998 as Dendrobium Aussie's Hi-Lo.  

Dendrobium laevifolium 

Dendrobium Gina Perlite ’Snow White”  
(prasinium x cuthbertsonii) 

 



 

 
The third species in the section is the uncommonly seen Dendrobium prasinum. Tom Perlite of Golden Gate Orchids  
registered a cross between Dendrobium prasinum and Dendrobium cuthbertsonii and it is called Gina Perlite.  

 

The Section Dendrobium   
The Dendrobium section of the genus contains more than 50 species, characterized by the soft-caned, nobiletype growth 
habit. The cultural requirements for most of this group include a three to four week dry period with night time  

temperatures below 59° during the winter.  
    

This section includes the cooler growing Dendrobium moniliforme the type  
species for the genus from Japan.  
     

Dendrobium nobile (synonym Dendrobium formosanum) is one of the most  
popular orchids in cultivation and is found in India, China, Myanmar, Nepal,  
Vietnam, and Thailand. The pseudobulbs that can reach 60 cm in length, initially 
erect and then pendulous carrying two ranks of leaves. It is deciduous. Two to 
four flowers are produced on short inflorescences from the nodes. The flowers  
are about 6-8 cm across, waxy, variable in color and fragrant. They last from 
three to six weeks.  
   

Fifty years ago famed Japanese hybridizer, Jiro Yamamoto, began using  
Dendrobium nobile to create a line of beautiful, brightly colored Yamamoto  
hybrids which are found in collections worldwide. Most of the plants currently 
produced are tetraploid and are excellent examples of the potential of this section.  
    

Dendrobium unicum is a striking member of this section from Thailand. This  
species' cultural needs are more intermediate requiring a moderate dry period,  
and the flowers are typically a brilliant shade of orange with a tangerine-like  
fragrance. Dendrobium lamyaiae is another closely related Thai species with a 
flower similar to Dendrobium unicum, but producing flowers up to twice as large. 
The plant is approximately one-half the size and can tolerate colder temperatures.  
    

Hono Hono is the Hawaiian name for Dendrobium anosmum (synonym  
Dendrobium superbum). This species is deciduous and comes into full bloom in 
March-April on the bare canes. It requires a cool, dry period in winter to set  
flower buds. They have intense fragrance and the flowers last from two to three 
weeks. Dendrobium anosmum is best grown mounted or grown in a hanging  
basket because of the pendulous growth habit.    
    

Other orchids of the Dendrobium section include the species Dendrobium  
parishii a compact epiphyte and that may be grown either mounted or in a pot. 
Another, Dendrobium polyanthum (synonym Dendrobium primulinuin) is a  
medium size species with one or two flowers on an inflorescence on a leafless 
cane. The fragrant blossoms last several weeks.  

5 

Dendrobium moniliforme 

Dendrobium lamyaiae 

Dendrobium nobile 

 

Dendrobium parishii Dendrobium unicum 
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The Section Dendrocoryne  
The Dendrocoryne section mainly comes from Australia and includes the  
fragrant, hard-caned evergreen dendrobiums. This section is typically pollinated 
by bees. Dendrobium speciosum, the largest species in the section, is a robust 
plant with canes up to two feet in height that can produce inflorescences as long 
as their canes covered with fragrant white-cream, star-shaped flowers. It has the 
largest range of distribution providing many variants, some of which have been 
elevated to species status.  

    

Dendrobium kingianum is one of the best-known species of this section. It also 
hails from Australia and is an easily grown plant producing fragrant, brightly  
colored flowers that last up to two weeks. This species is less demanding in its 
requirements, needing ample fertilizer and water during active growth and a 
slightly drier period in winter, with an intermediate to cool temperature. It is the 
species most often used in hybridization and line breeding of all of the native 
Australian species. Other Dendrocornye species include Dendrobium racilicaule, 
Dendrobium falcorostrum and Dendrobium fleckeri. A hybrid between  
Dendrobium falcorostrum and Dendrobium kingianum is the lovely Dendrobium 
Bardo Rose.  
  

The Section Densiflora (syns. Callista and Chrysotoxa)  

The section Densiflora contains ten species indigenous to mainland Asia  
extending from India through the Malaysian peninsula, Myanmar, Thailand, and 
southern China. They grow at moderate to high elevations with a decided dry 
period. The club-shaped pseudobulbs produce one to five evergreen leaves and 
long pendant inflorescences with a large number of beautifully colored and  
fragrant, but short-lived, flowers. These species are popular in spite of the short 
bloom period because a well-grown specimen can produce a beautiful display of 
cascading inflorescences that is quite spectacular.  

 

Dendrobium jenkinsii (synonym Dendrobium aggregatum var. jenkinsii) is a 
commonly grown miniature found in a broad range in Southeast Asia. The 3 cm 
pseudobulbs form a dense mat when grown on a slab and produce terminal  
inflorescences that bear up to three bright yellow 2.5 cm lip. flowers. Ideal  
growing conditions are intermediate, with a dry winter period.  

 

Dendrobium anosmum 

Dendrobium kingianum 

Dendrobium fleckeri 

Dendrobium polyanthum 

Dendrobium Bardo (falcorostrum x kingianum) 

Dendrobium jenkinsii 
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Dendrobium farmeri and Dendrobium thyrsiflorum are two relatively easy to grow species of this section. They need 
bright light, good air movement and a dry resting period between winter and spring. They produce pseudobulbs of up to 
30 and 60 cm respectively. The long, pendant inflorescences are produced from the ends of the pseudobulbs bearing 
closely packed flowers lasting up to one week. Dendrobium farmeri flowers are white to pink, with a bright yellow lip. 
The flowers of Dendrobium thyrsiflorum are white with a contrasting deep yellow lip. 

 

The Section Formosae  
The Formosae section, synonymous to the Nigrohirsutae section, and commonly known as the nigro-hirsute group of  
dendrobiums, contains 30 species. The main area of distribution is on continental Southeast Asia, but some are also found 
as far as the Philippines and Borneo. The pseudobulbs are long and sturdy and contain leaf sheaths that are covered with 
dark hairs, giving the section its common name. The flowers tend to be large with either waxy or thin substance, and are 
generally white with colored, three lobed lips.  

 

Dendrobium formosum is a typical example of the section. It has robust pseudobulbs that can reach 45 cm in length  
carrying two ranks of leaves. Up to five flowers are produced from short inflorescences on the apical nodes. The flowers 
are very large (up to 12 cm), white with a bright yellow throat that can last for several weeks. They prefer strong light, 
regular watering and warm to intermediate conditions.  

 

Dendrobium cruentum is another species from this section that has gained in popularity. The growth habit is small to  
medium is size (up to 30 cm) with striking, 5 cm, green-white flowers that have brilliantly contrasting red-orange  
markings on the lip. They are freely flowering, fragrant and last for up to one month. Warm conditions with bright,  
filtered light make this a relatively easy specimen for hobbyists to grow.  

 

Dendrobium tobaense is a relatively new species described in 1993 and comes from the mountainous area of Sumatra, 
near Lake Toba. The plant is small to medium (20 cm) in height producing single, 8 cm, bright green flowers that have a 
brilliant red lip, opening sequentially along the pseudobulb. They appear to require cool conditions and bright, filtered 
light. Dendrobium tobaense has some very desirable characteristics but is not easy to grow. Dendrobium Peng Seng, a 
cross between Dendrobium tobaense and Dendrobium cruentum produces plants that are much easier to grow and  
produce 7 cm flowers.  

 
Some other beautiful hybrids have been 
produced and in most cases they are  
easier to grow and bloom than the  
parental species. One very popular  
cross is Dendrobium Dawn Maree 
(Dendrobium formosum x Dendrobium 
cruentum). Dendrobium Green Lantern 
{Dendrobium Dawn Maree x  
Dendrobium cruentum) produces plants 
that are even easier to grow than  
Dendrobium Dawn Maree with more 
intensely colored flowers. 
 

      

The Section Latouria  
The section Latouria contains about 50 species distributed from the Philippines to Samoa with the center of distribution in 
Papua New Guinea. The wide range of habitats means that hobbyists will very likely find a suitable species of this section 
to fit their growing conditions. The section is closely related the section Dendrocoryne, but is distinguished by the fleshy 
flowers and firm attachment of the lip. The pseudobulbs are mainly club-shaped with leaves near the top, and  
inflorescences coming from the apex of the canes.  

      

Flower count on the inflorescences is much reduced compared to other closely related sections (generally, with a few  
exceptions, 15 or fewer flowers per inflorescence). The sepals and petals tend to be wavy or slightly twisted and can even 
be covered in hairs. The lips in this section are prominently three-lobed with a distinctly raised callus. Ease of culture 
combined with the relatively large, long-lasting, most spectacular and fantastically shaped flowers in the orchid world 
make this section increasingly popular among hobbyists. Some perceive the drooping flowers as a drawback - they appear 
to be 'hanging their heads in shame.' Roy believes that this characteristic is an adaptation for protecting the 'business parts' 
of the flowers from the high rainfall in the high-elevation rainforest. There is distinctive spotting on the back (top) side of 
the flower that attracts pollinators.  

Dendrobium tobaense Dendrobium Green Lantern  
(Dawn Maree x cruentum) 
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Dendrobium atroviolaceum is a very 
desirable species for those who like 
unusually shaped flowers. The  
bee-pollinated in a nodding stance and 
are generally white with wavy sepals 
and petals with varying quantities of 
small blue-purple spots and blue-
purple prominent markings on the lip. 
The plant can carry multiple  
inflorescences near the apex of the 
canes presenting a beautiful 'bouquet' 
of orchids that can last up to six 
months even under warm conditions. 
This species has been used as a parent 
in in hybrids because of the floriferous 
nature, ease of cultivation, and smaller growth habit. There is a pygmy variety which is very desirable for hobbyists  
growing in smaller spaces. Phil Spence introduced this variant to hybridizers. This form grows as a much shorter, more 
compact plant and flowers more than once a year. When crossed to produce hybrids, such as Dendrobium Andree Millar 
(atroviolaceum x convolutum) or Dendrobium Roy Tokunaga (atroviolaceum x johnsoniae), these desirable traits are 
transmitted to their hybrids.  

 

Dendrobium aberrans has a relatively miniature growth habit (approximately 10 cm pseudobulbs), carrying up to six 
nicely shaped, nodding, white flowers per inflorescence that last about three weeks. This plant likes moist, intermediate to 
cool temperatures, and semi-shade conditions. The plants can flower at any time of the year, but most often in the winter 
months. A hybrid registered by H&R Nurseries in 2005 is between Dendrobium aberrans and Dendrobium johnsoniae 
and is called Dendrobium Mini Snowflake.  

 

Dendrobium convolutum is a medium sized, warm growing species from New Guinea. The inflorescences produce up to 
seven 3 cm waxy flowers that have a contrasting colored, prominent lip. This species can bloom twice a year, flowers  
lasting four to six months, and is generally always in bloom. A hybrid by H&R  Nurseries, registered in 2001, is  
Dendrobium Green Elf (alexandrae x convolutum) and another registered in 2006 is Dendrobium Little Green Apples 
(Green Elf x convolutum).  

Dendrobium johnsoniae produces pseudobulbs of approximately 30 cm long, with 
relatively large (10 cm) fragrant white flowers on upright stems. The plants like 
warm to intermediate temperatures and should never be allowed to dry out.  
Dendrobium johnsoniae is probably the best white flower of the section and has 
been used in hybridization. When crossed with Dendrobium atroviolaceum, the 
hybrid named Dendrobium Roy Tokunaga is produced. This cross can be grown 
into spectacular specimen plants that remain in bloom for more than five months. 
As Roy commented in his talk, "After five months, the flowers do sometime  
become boring so I cut them off. The real reason, of course, is that the new growth 
does not start until the flowers are gone and I want to repot to get a better growth 
for the following year!"  

Dendrobium aberrans Dendrobium atroviolaceum 
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Dendrobium Little Green Apples  
(Green Elf x convolutum) 

Dendrobium Green Elf  
(alexandrae x convolutum) 

Dendrobium johnsoniae 
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Dendrobium rhodostictum is a very easy to grow, small to medium-sized plant 
tolerant of temperature extremes and requires no dry period. The long lasting,  
fragrant flowers are mainly produced in the winter or spring.  

   

Dendrobium spectabile lives up to its name with its fantastically twisted petals 
and sepals and interesting spots and veins. The cylindrical pseudobulbs can reach 
60 cm with inflorescences that can hold up to 20 flowers that can be up to 8 cm. 
The species is relatively easy to grow, needing warm, humid conditions, ample 
water and up to full sun. A hybrid, Dendrobium Violet Yamaji (Midnight x  
spectabile) was registered in 1981.  

     

The Section Oxyglossum  
The Oxyglossum section, containing approximately 30 species, is closely related 
to the Pedilonum and Calyptrochilus sections. Species are mainly found in New 
Guinea and the surrounding islands at greater than three thousand feet altitude, 
preferring cool to intermediate year-round growing conditions. Birds are believed 
to be their pollinators, such as the New Guinea sunbird. The species are  
interesting for their somewhat small plant size and relatively large flowers. They 
need to be provided with more specialized growing conditions, but when grown in 
high humidity the flowers can last for up to nine months. The distinguishing  eature is the wings or ribs found on the ova
ry. Species of this section typically have a brightly colored, contrasting lip apex that makes the flowers quite striking.  

 

Two species of the group that can be found in collections are Dendrobium subacaule, with intense orange flowers, and 
Dendrobium violaceum, with colors ranging from white to mauve, blue or gray. They both tend to grow in a tufted  
configuration with the flowers presented between the leaves.  

    

The Section Pedilonum  
The Pedilonum section of the genus contains roughly 80 species that are found from India to Samoa, with New Guinea 

being the center of distribution with over 30 species, and include the commonly 
called 'bottlebrush orchids'. The flowers are typically brightly colored with an 
elongated shape and a prominent menturn. The spikes are short and held close to 
the bare canes that are semi-deciduous. The close-packed cluster of brightly  
colored flowers produces an attractive display.  
    

Their pollinators are birds: the flowers use the color as an attractant and provide 
sugary nectar as a reward. The flowers have more substance than some of the 
others of the genus and have a longer bloom period. The flowers can last up to 
five or six months. Dendrobium bracteosum, a relatively compact species from 
New Guinea, can flower in June/July and remain in bloom until November/
December. Other species from this section include Dendrobium secundum that 
has a wide range from Thailand through Indonesia and the Philippines, and  
Dendrobium smillieae from Australia and New Guinea, where the plants can 
reach a height of 48 inches.  

Dendrobium Green Mist 
(convolutum x johnsoniae) 

Dendrobium Roy Tokunaga 
(atroviolaceaum x johnsoniae) 

Dendrobium Violet Yamaji 
(Midnight x spectablile) 

Dendrobium spectable 

This is a cross between the pink and white 
forms of Dendrobium bracteosum.  It’s a 
delicate blush pink, and quite attractive. 
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The Section Phalaenanthe  
The very controversial Phalaenanthe section is best known for the Dendrobium bigibbum complex, composed of the  
various forms of Dendrobium bigibbum, including the superbum form (D. phalaenopsis v. superbum), and other closely 
related species. There doesn't seem to be consensus related to the status of Dendrobium phalaenopsis and Dendrobium 
bigibbum. Some, including Roy, believe the two to be separate species, while some view D. phalaenopsis to be a variety  
of bigibbum (D. bigibbum v. phalaenopsis). There is even a cross-sectional natural hybrid between the Phalaenanthe and 
Spatulata sections, Dendrobium x superbiens (D. bigibbum x discolor). The four to six species are found on the islands of 
Southeast Asia to New Guinea and northern Australia. All are easy to grow and popular because of the showy display  
created by the brightly colored, large (up to 7 cm) flowers displayed on the long, arching inflorescences. These flowers 
possess the highly desired traits of full, flat shape along with intense color that are so desired by orchid connoisseurs and 
hybridizers. 

 

The Section Rhizobium  
The section Rhizobium, originally named by Lindley, was split up by Brieger and others in 1981 into the new genus 
Dockrillia (30 species), with Lichenastrum (three species) and the closely related Micophytanthe (three to four species) 
retained as sections by most authorities. For the purposes of this article, which is mainly to survey the horticultural  
desirability of the genus Dendrobium, they will be included here and named as the current nomenclature dictates. 

 

This group is mainly found throughout Australia and New Guinea. The vegetation consists of a creeping rhizome with no 
pseudobulbs displaying very interesting foliage. Most of the species have fleshy, terete, or unusually shaped leaves (such 
as Dockrillia (Dendrobium) cucumerinum), or may even be leafless. The flowers are fragrant, delicate, and non-resupinate. 

 

Some of the most desirable and interesting species are: Dockrillia (Dendrobium) loassellii, a miniature species from  
Australia that produces a beautiful display of flowers. The plant has approximately 9 cm terete leaves, but produces a 20 
cm. inflorescence that can carry up to sixty 2.5 cm flowers producing a beautiful show. Dockrillia (Dendrobium)  
cucumerinum has four cm, distinctive, gherkin-shaped leaves, produces 4 cm racemes with up to ten flowers. Dockrillia 
rigida (Dendrobium rigidum) has leaves that are ovoid and fleshy, approximately 6 cm in length, with up to seven  
1.5 cm flowers that are carried on a short inflorescence. This plant is easy to grow when given warmth, humidity, strong 
light and good air movement.  

 

Under the new section of Lichenastrum, the species Dendrobium lichenastrum 
(synonym Dendrobium preniicei) is the best known. This species is ideal for  
slab culture and when well grown will produce a confluent mat of vegetation  
and proportionately large (4-7 mm) flowers. Its close relative Dendrobium  
toressae is even smaller vegetatively, producing 6 mm flowers and no visible 
peduncle.  

 

 

 

 

Dockrillia rigida (Dendrobium rigidum) Dockrilla (Dendrobium) wassellii Dendrobium lichenastrum 

Dendrobium toressae 
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The Section Spatulata  
The Spatulata section of Dendrobium contains about 50 species distributed from the Philippines, throughout the Pacific 
Islands, and down into northern Australia. The vegetative parts generally consist of elongated pseudobulbs containing 
paired leaves along the length of the pseudobulb with the flowers produced on long racemes from the apical nodes.  
Favored growing conditions for this section include warm temperatures, bright light, and for certain species, such as  
Dendrobium canaliculatum, dry conditions during the winter.  

 

The flower characteristics include a three-lobed lip with three or more keels and narrow, clockwise-twisted petals and 
sepals that cause the flower to have a skewed, asymmetrical look. For many growers, this look is part of the charm of 
these species. Species of this section have been crossed with phalaenopsis-type dendrobiums to develop a more  
symmetrical flower. Unfortunately, it can take as many as five to six generations to develop the desired symmetrical 
shape.  

 

An additional problem that can occur with this section is the very large size of many of the species. Dendrobium  
stratiotes, from Indonesia, can reach a height of six feet, Dendrobium lasianthera can reach ten feet, and the hybrid  
Dendrobium Norman Tarn' (Miyata x stratiotes) can exceed 12 feet in height. Conversely, Dendrobium canaliculatum, 
from Australia is one member of the section that is smaller, and even can be found in a miniature form. This has been 
frequently used by hybridizers to introduce Spatulata characteristics into a more manageable-sized hybrid plant.  

 

Dendrobium sutinkoi, a new section Spatulata species was described by Peter O'Byrne in 2005. It appears to be very 
close to Dendrobium lasienthera, but has longer petals and a narrower midlobe that is carried on in its progeny. Some 
forms are a bright bronze-orange making them valuable for introducing new colors when hybridized. Recently an AOS 
award was given to one of its hybrids, Dendrobium Christabella (sutinkoi x lasienthera).  

 

There are approximately 174 first generation crosses using canaliculatum and, of those, 29 have been awarded.  
Dendrobium Pixie Princess (Pixie Nani x canaliculatum), registered by H&R in 1986 is the most highly awarded with 
seven awards including one Award of Merit (AM) three Highly Commended Certificates (HCC), and two Certificates of 
Cultural Excellence (CCE) and one Certificate of Cultural Merit (CCM). One of the plants, cultivar 'H&R,' was awarded 
a CCE with 96 out of 100 points, had 1,462 flowers and was exhibited by Elmore Orchids, Knoxville, TN.  

 

The lecture that Roy presented was packed with information and spiced with humor. It showcased an exceptional genus 
that has a tremendous diversity and large number of species. Tackling the genus Dendrobium is a daunting task. Roy's 
favorite Dendrobium books for reference and cultural information are listed below. Those same references were used in 
this article.  
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