
While orchids aren’t difficult to raise, they are different from normal household plants. You can’t fall 

back on how you take care of your African violet. In order to be successful at raising orchids, it’s 

important to understand how orchids grow in the wild. You will notice I use the word “raising”, not 

“keeping alive.” It’s much easier to keep an orchid alive - the difficulty comes in correctly meeting its 

needs to get it to flower again. Orchids are considered perennial herbs, meaning that they lack any 

permanent woody structure. In tropical, or warmer, climates, orchids stay green all year and cycle 

through different growth phases. In temperate, or colder climates, native orchids will die back in the fall 

like any other perennial plant and grow again the following spring. There are three types of growth 

patterns in orchids: 

 Terrestrial orchids naturally grow in soil or debris on the forest floor and use the soil for 

support. These types of orchids are most like other plants because they grow upright in soil. 

 Epiphytic orchids naturally grow on another plant, such as a tree, although they are not 

parasites. These types of orchids have aerial roots which securely fasten the orchid to the tree’s 

bark. Moss or debris usually gathers where the orchid attaches to the tree. 

 Lithophytic orchids naturally grow on or near rocks. As with epiphytic orchids, aerial roots 

attach the orchid to the rock and moss or debris adds to the growing substrate.  

These last two types of orchids can actually get all of the water and nutrients they need from the air, 

rain, and debris around them. This occurs because of three evolutionary adaptations: 

 Orchids grow very slowly, so smaller amounts of nutrients are needed at one time. 

 Orchids can absorb moisture and nutrients through their leaves as well as their roots. 

 Orchid roots have a sponge-like material around them that absorbs and stores moisture for the 

root to take up as needed. The root is actually a thread-like strand inside the spongy structure 

that you see. 

Many of the more common orchids that you may consider buying are epiphytic or lithophytic, meaning 

that they don’t really need the pot and soil to survive. In their native environment, they would be 

hanging off a tree or attached to a rock somewhere. The pot is merely for our convenience. I’ve included 

the growth type in the Glossary at the end of this book. 


