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The 1800s are often referred to as the Golden Age of horticulture in Europe, but the 
century started out as a tragedy for orchids . As sailing vessels returned with their car-
gos of lumber, sugar, or spices from Asia or the Americas, they also brought an array 
of strange plants that were new to Europeans .

mong the plants was a scattering of tropical orchids that were so different 
from anything Europeans had seen before that no one really knew how to grow 
them. The orchids had been found growing on trees in their jungle habitats, so 
the horticultural and botanical authorities of the day assumed the plants were 
parasites like the familiar mistletoe. Mistletoe grew on trees in Europe, and it 

was well established that it lived on their sap. To grow an orchid successfully, the experts felt 
they had to find a tree the orchids could parasitize, and the first decade of orchid culture was 
spent trying to find those trees.

Growers often notched through the bark of sapling trees in their hothouses, inserted the 
orchid plants into the sticky sap underneath, and tied them fast with twine. When the orchids 
died, their deaths were blamed on their incompatibility with the sap of the tree, not the ignorance 
of the grower who put them there. This practice went on for years, and by 1815, the cultivation 
of “tropical parasites,” as orchids were called, was considered by most authorities to be “hopeless.”

Botanists would eventually realize that orchids were epiphytes and that they grew on trees 
not to feed on the tree’s sap as a parasite, but merely for support. The orchid roots clung tightly 
to the bark to prevent the plant from being blown or washed away, not to draw nourishment 
from the tree. The idea that orchids were parasites, however, echoed through horticultural circles 
during much of the early 1800s and led to the death of most of the tropical orchid plants that 
were imported at the time.

If orchids were not parasites and the kind of tree on which they were growing was not im-
portant, then what was important? Orchid plants often arrived in Europe accompanied by a few 
comments from the collector on the conditions in the jungle where he found them growing. 
Most of this information reported that the plants grew in hot, dense jungles that dripped with 
moisture, so the standard recommendation from botanical experts for the next two decades told 
growers to keep the plants hot, heavily shaded, and very moist. Orchids were put in the “stove,” a 
glass structure with a brick, fluelike source of heat that developed high temperatures and a stag-
nant atmosphere—sometimes charged with burned gasses. No one suggested the plants might 
need some fresh air or a cooler temperature and, as the orchid plants arrived in Europe by the 
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hundreds, they soon died by the hundreds, and Europe became known as “the grave of tropical 
orchids.” If an orchid plant bloomed once before it died, it was considered successful culture.

The large-flowered Cattleya species were, for the most part, spared the terrible fate of most 
orchids in the early 1800s. Cattleyas were difficult to find because they resided in the cloud 
forests and mountain valleys of the giant Andes Mountains of South America—areas that were 
largely inaccessible to early plant hunters. When a large-flowered Cattleya species was finally 
found in Brazil in 1817, the discoverer never told anyone where he found it, and speculation 
from horticultural and botanical experts placed its habitat more than 1000 miles from where 
it actually grew. It was not found again for another 70 years, and by then, people knew how to 
grow cattleyas.

Only a few plants of the first large-flowered Cattleya arrived in Europe in 1818, and they 
went to the Glasgow Botanic Garden in Scotland. At the request of William Swainson, the 
man who discovered the plants, the Glasgow Botanic Garden sent some divisions of these new 
tropical parasites to a well-known plant collector named William Cattley, who lived in Barnet, 
near London. Cattley put the plants in his stove house where one of them managed to flower 
that autumn. A painting of the plant shows the pseudobulbs were badly shriveled and the 
flowers were forced out prematurely, presumably from the excessive heat to which they were 
exposed. The flowers, however, were spectacular compared with those of other orchids that were 
known at the time. They were large and richly colored, and Cattley was ecstatic.

The Glasgow Botanic Garden plants began flowering the next year, and the horticultural 
world slowly became aware of this magnificent new orchid. William Cattley hired a young 
botanist named John Lindley to draw and describe the new plants in his collection, and in 1821, 
Lindley wrote a book entitled Collectanea Botanica in which, along with other plants, he pictured 
and described the new orchid in plate 33. Lindley named the new orchid in honor of his patron, 
William Cattley, calling it Cattleya labiata. He used the term “labiata” to call attention to the 
remarkably large and distinctive labellum, or lip, of the flower. Lindley’s Collectanea Botanica 
spread the word about the new C . labiata throughout the botanical and horticultural world of 
Great Britain and continental Europe. Plant lovers everywhere wanted to see this C . labiata, but 
the only plants available were owned by Cattley and the Glasgow Botanic Garden. If you did 
not know Cattley, or someone who could introduce you, or if you could not travel to Glasgow, 
you did not have much hope of seeing the flower. Nonetheless, people talked about C . labiata 
and began thinking of ways to acquire a plant.

Although his stove house was full of new tropical plants of every description, William Cattley 
considered his Cattleya labiata the most beautiful plant he owned. By 1825, he still had two live 
plants to show his horticultural friends and visitors, and his love affair with C . labiata lasted 
until his death on 24 May 1842.

William Cattley was not the only one, however, who was smitten by his encounter with 
Cattleya labiata. John Lindley felt C . labiata was the finest of all orchids, and despite the discovery 
of more than 150 new orchid species over the next 15 years from a wide range of genera, Lindley 
could not resist describing C . labiata again in Edwards’s Botanical Register of 1836 in plate 1859. 
This time, Lindley threw away all restraint and wrote,

“ There is certainly no plant of which I have any knowledge that can be said to stand 
forth with an equal radiance of splendour and beauty. For it is not merely the large 
size of the flowers and the deep rich crimson of one petal (the lip) contrasted with the 
delicate lilac of the others that constitute the loveliness of this plant, it owes its beauty 
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C. labiata ‘Cooksoniae’ FCC/RHS (1895) has survived for 125 years and continues to thrive in 
collections today.

in almost equal degree to the transparency of its texture, and to the exquisite clearness 
of its colours, and the graceful manner in which its broad flaglike petals wave and 
intermingle when they are stirred by the air.”

No one has ever described a large-flowered cattleya with more eloquence than Lindley did with 
C . labiata in the Botanical Register.

Although John Lindley opened the door for Cattleya labiata to enter the horticultural 
world of Europe and extolled its beauty, he led many poor plants down a fatal path with his 
recommendations on how to grow them. Lindley’s formula for success was based on the high-
heat, heavy-shade, and lots-of-moisture system of culture. Few species of orchids grow well 
under these conditions. The majority produce weak growths, decline, and die. The recommen-
dation is probably the worst possible one for growing cattleyas.

A second large-flowered Cattleya species was discovered in 1836. This time the cattleya 
came from Venezuela and was sent to George Green of Liverpool, who gave it to a local ama-
teur orchid grower, Mrs. Moss. When the plant flowered, Mrs. Moss sent the flowers to botanist 
William Hooker at Glasgow, who was as captivated by them as John Lindley had been with C . 
labiata. Hooker immediately described the plant as a new species, naming it Cattleya mossiae, 
and suddenly there were two large-flowered cattleyas known to European horticulture. This 
time, however, plant hunters knew where to find the new species, and it was not long before 
plants of C . mossiae were being imported into Europe in large numbers.

By the time Cattleya mossiae came along, the greenhouse had begun to develop into a more 
satisfactory horticultural structure in which to grow plants. The old method of forming glass 
by blowing it into a circle, which produced crown glass, had given way to the production of 
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flat sheets of glass. Glass was now blown into the shape of a cylinder which was cut in half 
lengthwise, reheated, and ironed flat. The flattening was even done by mechanical pressing at 
some factories, and glass was now available in good quality for anyone with the money to buy 
it. The old brick stove heaters were being replaced with hot water boilers and cast-iron pipe that 
carried heated water around the greenhouse. The pipe was packed at the joints instead of being 
threaded, so water leaks were common, but the climate in the greenhouse improved measurably. 
Plants were now being warmed rather than cooked by the heating system, and ventilators were 
beginning to introduce fresh air.

Greenhouses were also being separated by temperature, and three distinct temperature 
ranges were starting to be used—a cool house, an intermediate house, and a warm house. The cool 
house had a night temperature of 45° to 50°F. The intermediate house had a night temperature of 
60°F, and the warm house had a night temperature of 70° to 75°F. Day temperatures were 10° 
to 15°F higher. When the same orchid plant was grown in each of these three greenhouses, it 
responded differently. It flourished at one temperature, while it grew poorly at the others, and 
temperature became recognized as an important variable in growing orchids. Before this time, 
orchids were grown only at high temperatures in the stove house.

For a while, a tug-of-war existed between the use of the terms “glasshouse” and “greenhouse” 
for these new horticultural structures. Since they were built of glass, with glass not only on the 
sides and ends but overhead as well, they were referred to by some people as glasshouses. The 
function of the glasshouses, however, was to grow green plants, and calling them greenhouses 
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distinguished them from the many other glass structures that were starting to appear. People 
would eventually live in a glasshouse, but only plants would live in a greenhouse.

Human nature is such that there are always a few individuals who ignore the advice of experts 
and do things their own way. Disregarding the theoretical pronouncements of the academics, they 
decide how best to grow a plant by watching the way the plant responds to different cultural 
conditions. They experiment with the improved greenhouses and varied temperatures until the 
plants grow and flower better.

One of the pioneers in growing orchids by using commonsense observation was an English-
man named Joseph Paxton. Paxton was the head gardener to the sixth Duke of Devonshire at 
Chatsworth. The duke had one of the largest and most impressive collections of orchids in Britain 
during the 1830s, and even John Lindley had to admit after visiting the duke that

“ the success with which epiphytes are cultivated by Mr. Paxton is wonderful, and the 
climate in which this is effected, instead of being so hot and damp that the plants can 
only be seen with as much peril as if one had to visit them in an Indian jungle, is as 
mild and delightful as that of Madeira.”

Paxton did several things against the advice of Lindley and the other academic experts. He 
grew his orchids in greenhouses with different temperatures, and his cattleyas went out of the 
stove house and into the intermediate temperature greenhouse. He provided much more sun and 
fresh air into his greenhouses, particularly when the plants were actively growing in the summer, 
and he eliminated the dense, wet atmosphere. He provided moisture to the air by watering the 
paths and stages of the greenhouse in the morning and afternoon, not saturating the air with a 
wet fog. He also improved the method of potting to give better drainage and greater attention 
to root development. The system Paxton devised to grow his cattleyas is essentially the one we 
use today for these orchids.

In 1837, an 18-year-old girl named Victoria ascended the throne of Great Britain, and with 
Queen Victoria came a new era of political stability throughout the world. The Napoleonic Wars 
had ended and, after the War of 1812, Britain reluctantly accepted the permanent independence 
of its North American colonies, now called the United States of America, and stopped harassing 
its ships at sea. The rest of the British Empire, however, stretched around the world so that it 
was commonly observed that “the sun never set on Her Majesty’s empire.” Under Victoria, Britain 
became the dominant military power in the world. With political stability, commerce and 
wealth increased, and thus merchants and nobles had time and money to indulge themselves in 
leisure activities. Horticulture became both an intellectual pursuit and a mark of wealth, and 
orchids became the pièce de résistance.

By 1841, the interest in orchids had grown to such an extent that botanist James Bateman 
observed that 

“ the number of collectors would seem to have increased as rapidly as the number of 
species in cultivation. In 1830 there were not more than five or six collections of the 
slightest note, and in these barely 100 species. The collections now cannot be counted, 
nor the species in their possession, but the latter must be estimated at 1000 at least.”

As the age developed, an interesting phenomenon began to occur in the world of orchids. 
Just because orchids flourished in the Duke of Devonshire’s greenhouses did not mean they 
could be grown well in anyone’s greenhouse. The average homeowner could plant roses or four-
o-clocks in a cottage garden and expect to find lots of reliable advice on how to grow them. 
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