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Cymbidium Christmas Beauty ‘St. Francis’ 

 

 
Figure 1: Cymbidium Christmas Beauty 'St. Francis' 

 
I’ll admit it.  I never was a great fan of Cymbidiums.  Yes, they are pretty, but they are 
big plants.  Even the so-called miniature Cymbidiums are big; the term ‘miniature’ being 
only a relative term when comparing them to standard Cymbidiums.  During the time I 
lived on the east coast – most of my life – the plants took up simply too much room to be 
worth growing.  Even when I built my large, 16’ X 32’ greenhouse, I kept them in limited 
numbers. 
 
However, when I moved to Sacramento, my opinion changed.  Due to our mild climate, 
Cymbidiums can easily be grown outdoors year round, thus freeing precious indoor 
growing areas to less space hungry plants.  Little effort is required to grow them well, and 
the reward is a profusion of showy blooms from fall until spring.  
 
In my humble, yet belligerent, opinion, Cymbidiums are, hands down, the easiest of all 
orchids to grow.  Yes, easier than Phalaenopsis or Paphiopedilum.  This is because 
Cymbidiums are able to tolerate a wider range of temperature and humidity, yet still grow 
and flower well.  One case of sunburn and your phalaenopsis and paphiopedilum suffer 
tremendously.  One frost and they are pretty much dead.  Extended periods of low 
humidity and the plants go down hill.  Cold and wet, and they can rot out within days.  
But Cymbidiums can tolerate all of those easily.  Even if they get some damage, they 
bounce back quickly, often blooming in their current bloom cycle, or at worst, the next.  
I’ve frozen my Cymbidiums down to the pseudobulbs and two years later, you would 
have been hard pressed to be able to tell. 



Cymbidium Christmas Beauty is an earlier flowering Cymbidium, usually in bloom by – 
wait for it – Christmas!  No, it is not red and green.  It is supposed to be a light pink with 
a white with red spotted lip.  Mine bloomed as a cream to green flower with the typical 
lip.  I believe there may be a cultural issue here, as I had to take the plant inside before it 
bloomed due to very cold weather, not wanting to blast the buds.  They therefore 
developed in much lower lighting than normal.  Still, the flowers are quite attractive. 
 
I grow Cymbidium Christmas Beauty ‘St. Francis’ outdoors year round, except when in 
bloom.  All of my Cymbidium plants are positioned along the south side of my house.  
They get morning sun until about noon, then dappled shade thereafter.  This works well 
in the summer, and I rarely notice any burn on the leaves.  In the winter I place the plants 
right at the south wall, under an overhang, or, in the event of a deep freeze, at my west 
wall where trees provided additional protection from frost.  I do get some leaf damage 
yearly, but the plants still flower well. 
 
For potting, I use only clay pots.  I like that these dry out faster and are more resistant to 
tipping over from wind.  I grow exclusively in bark, currently using Orchiata brand bark.  
It tends to last longer before rotting, but I have been told that when it does rot, it goes 
quickly.  However, I’ve found that Cymbidiums are very tolerant of decomposed mixes.  
I’ve often pulled plants out of mix that has been reduced almost to sludge, and found 
plenty of healthy roots. 
 
I feed in spring with Nutricote, a slow release fertilizer that can be sprinkled onto the 
medium, and lasts approximately six months (although there are different versions that 
last longer or shorter).  Nutricote 13-13-13 has a nitrogen/phosphorus/potassium 
concentration of 13% each, but also provides trace elements, including Boron, Copper, 
Iron, Magnesium, Manganese, and Molybdenum.  During the summer, when I feed liquid 
fertilizer to my other orchids, I also spray the Cymbidiums as well.  It is probably 
overkill, but it makes me feel good. 
 
Watering is done weekly in the winter and three times per week in the summer, only 
because that is how often my sprinkler system turns on.  With water rationing around the 
corner, that schedule may change.  I don’t worry about water quality, although I do know 
that my total dissolved salts are about 130 parts per million, which is considered a 
moderate amount.  The plants seem to tolerate this well. 
 
In most Cymbidiums, flowering is induced by the cooler temperatures of fall.  Generally, 
temperatures below 55° are required to get flower spikes started, however, many of the 
newer warmth tolerant Cymbidium hybrids can flower without the temperature drop.  
Here in Sacramento, this is not a factor.  Our issue is more one of extreme summer highs, 
but again, the Cymbidiums that I grow have never been set back by our sizzling 
summers. 
 
Insects tend to be not much of a problem either, I suppose because of Cymbidium’s tough 
leaves, but flower spikes can attract aphids or slugs.  There are many remedies for these 
pests, including insecticidal soaps and slug baits.  I have occasionally found ant colonies 



in the mix, and this can be quite disturbing when you water and see thousands of ants 
crawling all over the place!  I don’t like killing ants, but if I want to bring a flowering 
plant inside, then kill I must.   
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2: Unknown Cymbidium hybrid 

 
 
Cymbidiums are often sold in supermarkets, and even in the “big box” stores.  Some of 
my prettiest plants have come from Trader Joe’s.  But most of the time these plants are 
not labeled.  That’s okay, but it is nice to know exactly what you have, especially if you 
plan on showing your plants.  Many specialty nurseries have some of the newest hybrids, 
including spotted, and pendulous varieties.  These you will NOT find at Trader Joe’s.   
 
I’ve been converted into, if not a lover of Cymbidiums, then certainly a liker of them.  
How can you not like an orchid that is easy to grow, blooms in a rainbow of colors, and 
can be in bloom from November to May? 
 
 
 



Sources: 
1) Hatfield Orchids: http://www.hatfieldorchids.com/ Pendulous & Upright varieties. 
2) Casa de las Orquideas:  http://www.orquideas.com/index.html Website shows 

many spotted types. 
3) Santa Barbara Orchid Estate:  http://www.sborchid.com/  Has many heirloom 

hybrids. 
4) Many other nurseries.  Check out the Orchid Mall: http://orchidmall.com/ and go 

to the plant sources link. 


