
collector’s item

Mystacidium capense by Brenda Oviatt and Bill Nerison

The Cape of Good Hope Mystacidium

Mystacidium capense ‘Carrie Chu’ FCC-

CCE/AOS. Don Brown’s superb specimen 

was grown in a shade house on a south-fac-

ing ridge in the foothills near Santa Barbara. 

He alters the amount of shade cloth season-

ally, from 60 percent in the winter to more 

than 80 percent in the summer. Grown and 

Photographed by Don Brown.

Brenda Oviatt and 
Bill Nerison
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We adore angraecoids. With the 
official orchid for the 21st World orchid 
conference (to be held in south africa in 
september of this year), being Angraecum 
stella-africae, we found ourselves 
thinking about other great angraecoids 
from south africa to share with you. We 
wanted to share one that is relatively easy 
to find (commercially speaking) and one 
of the easier ones to grow and bloom. 
We chose Mystacidium capense, which is 
endemic to south africa and swaziland, 
a sovereign state within south africa. 
it’s one of the ten species of Mystacidium 
currently recognized, and eight of these are 
from south africa. We’ll also mention the 
others in the genus that are not easy to find 
for sale, and will address that problem.

We feel that Mystacidium capense is 
a great choice to include in every good 
orchid collection for a variety of reasons. 
are you limited on space? no problem — 
it’s a miniature and even a huge specimen 
is still quite small. do you like fragrant 
orchids? This one has a wonderful, but not 
overpowering, fragrance strongest at night, 
but fragrant at other times as well. do you 
find nectaries interesting? They have that 
also. This Mystacidium was once called 
Angraecum capense and yes, it has those 
great nectar-filled spurs. it also has the 
largest flowers in the genus Mystacidium 
and is most like Mystacidium venosum, 
though with smaller flowers, and blooming 
at a different time of year in situ.

Mystacidium capense is the most 
widespread species of Mystacidium in 
south africa. it is found at low altitudes 
(sea level to 2,300 feet [700 m]) in the 
hotter, drier areas of the region. it grows 
epiphytically in Acacia (thorn tree) 
woodlands and bush, a habitat where 
few, if any, other epiphytic orchids occur, 
and sometimes even grows on succulent 
candelabra Euphorbia trees. We’ve seen 
pictures of it growing on False olive 
(Buddleja saligna), a common shrub 
in south africa. in one locality where 
Mycdm. capense is found, the average June 
and July temperatures range from lows 
of 50 F (10 c) to highs of 73.4 F (23 c) 
with 0.8 inch (21 mm) of rainfall. average 
december and January temperatures are 
lows of 64.4 F (18 c) and highs of 80.6 F 
(27 c) with about 4¾ inches (120 mm) of 
rainfall. do keep in mind that this is in the 
southern hemisphere.

We appreciate knowing some 
background on the “discovery” and 
naming of a species. it can be interesting 
and sometimes confusing, especially 
when one plant has been known by many 
different names. Mystacidium capense 

[1] The flowers of Mystacidium capense are clear white with a crystalline texture and a sweet 

evening fragrance. Grower: Botanica Ltd.

[2] Notice how the roots of this iPhamba (the traditional Xhosa/Zulu word for orchid) have 

attached and traveled along every crevice in the bark! This photo was taken in forest adja-

cent to the photographer’s property in East London, Eastern Cape, South Africa. 
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Mystacidium
All species are from Africa, the main distinction being flower color.

WHiTE FLOWErS
braybonae South Africa; Northern Province (Zoutpansberg Mountains) 
capense South Africa and Swaziland 
nguruense Tanzania (Nguru Mts.) 
pulchellum Southern Tanzania 
venosum Mozambique, Swaziland, South Africa

GrEENiSH FLOWErS
aliceae South Africa; SE. Cape Province to NE. KwaZulu-Natal 
flanaganii South Africa 
gracile Zimbabwe and South Africa 
pusillum South Africa 
tanganyikense Tanzania, Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe

was at one time called Epidendrum 
capense. John Lindley transferred it to 
the genus Angraecum in 1833. a few 
years later, Lindley established the genus 
Mystacidium and transferred it again. 
Mystacidium comes from the greek word 
mystax (moustache) and refers to the hairy 
rostellum lobes in some of the species. 
once Lindley established this new genus 
Mystacidium, many species of vandaceous 
orchids in africa and Madagascar were 
transferred to it. in 1918, rudolf schlecter 
redefined the genus, thus reducing it 
in scale. since then, there have been 
additional modifications with 10 species 
currently recognized in the genus. some of 
the 10 are periodically leafless and all are, 
in Joyce stewart’s words, “well endowed 
with roots.” roots are a key feature of 
Mystacidium capense.

in epiphytic orchids, roots serve as the 
mechanical attachment, holding the orchid 
in its growing environment. They take in 
moisture and nutrients for the plant, their 
appearance gives an indication of overall 
health and their structure can tell you a 
lot about what the orchid wants. When 
you’re an orchid growing in such a warm 
dry area, it’s important to have a robust 
root system. Mystacidium capense doesn’t 
have especially thick roots, but it does 
have a lot of them.

Watch the roots of your orchids! if 
you pay attention, often you can notice 
a problem before the plant itself starts 
showing distress. Think about what you’ve 
been doing, and make some changes. 
Watch for those healthy, happy and green 
root tips that are actively growing. a plant 
with a large, healthy root system will be 
able to handle most short-term trauma that 
occurs in its growing environment.

cULTUre We have grown many 
Mycdm. capense over the last fifteen 
years. We know how to grow them, and 
we know why some of ours have died. 
Hopefully we can share some insight into 
their care to help you grow and bloom 
them well. These plants love a warm and 
shady environment, with varying amounts 
of water depending on the season. 
Mystacidium capense needs a drier rest 
during the winter for its spring bloom. The 
ones who have died in our care have all 
perished during our winters.

as we write this in March, 2014, 
it’s just after lunchtime. We’re the warm 
spot in Montana at 19 F (−7.2 C) and our 
snow and blizzard conditions have caused 
the University and all public schools to 
close. Most of the state’s temperatures 
are hovering around 0 F (−17.8 C). Since 
we’re on the west side of the continental 
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divide, oftentimes when we have cold 
temperatures we also have clouds. This 
combination of cold and clouds equates 
to coolness and relative darkness in the 
greenhouse. as a result, our mystacidiums 
are getting a mere 380 foot-candles of 
light right now, and are exhibiting a partial 
dormancy. We’ve had a good bit of weather 
like this over the winter. all it takes is a bit 
of sunshine to change the conditions rapidly 
within the greenhouse. We could also have 
artificial lighting and, with a bottomless 
pocketbook, keep the greenhouse warmer. 
Without those changes, however, we are 
resigned to the fact that we will lose some 
orchids this winter. Mystacidium capense 
is one of those that will not appreciate the 
seemingly endless 58–60 F (14.4–15.6 c) 
temperatures and low light levels during 
our short winter days, and some will not 
survive. Though Mycdm. capense can 
tolerate occasional temperatures in the 30s 
F (−1 to 3.9 C), they don’t like extended 
coolness. These are warmth loving plants.
if you look for cultural information about 
mystacidiums, you’ll read many times that 
they resent pot culture; often they will die 
just to show you how much they dislike it. 
We don’t tell people that they can’t grow 
certain orchids in pots, because as soon as 
you say that, you’ll find someone growing 
it in a pot better than you’re growing it 
mounted. a good case in point is the plants 
grown by Michael Blietz and carol choda 
at exotic orchids of Maui. They are a 
good source for Mycdm. capense and the 
following describes how they grow them 
successfully in pots. it is important to avoid 
excessive drying between watering cycles, 
which varies from every two to every three 
days. They fertilize immediately follow 
each watering cycle. They grow their 
plants in 2-inch (79-mm) pots with bark. 
They have also started using 2-inch net 
pots, which are then placed in an empty 2-
inch plastic pot, which will retain moisture 
a bit longer. Their conditions never fall 
below 58 F (14.4 c) at night, and this is 
just for a couple of hours. Their plants get 
1,200 foot-candles of light.

We feel that reverse osmosis or rain 
water is essential, especially for plants 
grown mounted. We use reverse-osmosis 
water because our well water contains 
approximately 250 ppm of total dissolved 
salts (Tds), and the pH can be as high 
as 8.0 during some times of the year. 
Technically, we would want our Tds to 
be 50 or less and the pH closer to 7.0. a 
small collection of orchids can be cared 
for with distilled water to which nutrients 
have been added. Try to test the water you 
use on your plants and remove some of the 

guesswork in growing. We use ½-strength 
fertilizer and periodically flush with clean 
water. We rotate fertilizer formulas and 
always provide micronutrients.

HoPe For sUrViVaL only two 
or three of the ten species of Mystacidium 
seem to be commercially available. This 
tends to mean that they’re the ones that 
“warrant” production. currently there 
are just two registered hybrids using 
Mycdm. capense; and neither is very well 
known (Mystacidium neil Mccormick = 
Mycdm. capense × Mycdm. braybonae 
and Mystorchis graffiti soul = Cyrtorchis 
arcuata × Mycdm. capense). This lack of 
commercialism begs the question, who 
decides which ones survive and which 

[3]  Look at the abundance of roots on this 

herbarium specimen. Mystacidium cap-

ense is well known for lots of tenacious 

roots. imagine having to “sacrifice” a 

plant this vibrant. image used with per-

mission of the Swiss Orchid Foundation 

at the Jany renz Herbarium. [© Swiss 

Orchid Foundation]

[4]  There are as many roots as flowers on a 

happy Mystacidium capense. if you look 

carefully, the nectar can be seen in the 

spurs of the flowers. Grower: Botanica 

Ltd.

B
r

E
N

D
A

 O
v

iA
T

T
 

4



B
r

E
N

D
A

 O
v

iA
T

T

278  OrCHiDS MAy 2014  www.AOS.Org

ones don’t? all too often, survival is based 
on the size or “beauty” of the flowers. 
Those with smaller, less brilliantly colored 
flowers just don’t seem to be as popular and 
are therefore not as widely reproduced.

if you’re searching for african orchids 
to buy, especially angraecoids, it seems 
that the last place you’ll find them for sale 
is in africa. it’s curious to us that, with 
such amazing plants growing there, there 
is no apparent effort to reproduce them 
commercially and sell them globally. We 
know from the emails we receive that 
there are people all over the world looking 
for unusual african angraecoids. We are 
constantly looking for them! The ones that 
are least available commercially seem to 
be the small-flowered ones. in the case 
of the genus Mystacidium, the group of 
green- or greenish-flowering ones are 
especially difficult to locate, though not 
even all of the white ones are readily 
available. as orchid growers, don’t we 
owe it to these special plants to help keep 
them all alive and protected, both in situ 
and ex situ? shouldn’t we protect these 
species and help them survive the impact 
of human activity?

This lack of availability threatens 
the survival of those species not yet in 
the commercial market. if habitat loss 
continues at the present rate, they must be 
in private collections if they are to be kept 
from extinction. Whether you’re actively 
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involved in reproducing rare plants or not, 
we encourage you to share information if 
you see any of them available. The broader 
the gene pool, the greater the survival rate. 
We continue to search for material from 
other gene pools to ensure their strength, 
survival and success in ex situ propagation. 
We encourage everyone to share pollen, 
seed, information and encouragement!
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— Brenda Oviatt is an artist and Bill 
Nerison is an architect. They live on the 
Clark Fork River in Missoula, Montana 
(a corner of paradise) with their daughter 
Marisa, son Tristan and an assortment of 
animals. They’ve been growing orchids 
together for 30 years and in that time have 
grown in many settings. For the last 10 
years, their orchid growing has focused 
on the ex situ propagation of endangered 
Angraecoids and the education of 
hobbyists and growers (www.botanicaltd.
com).

We were especially thrilled to see that our photograph of Aerangis articulata was cho-

sen for the cover of isobyl la Croix’s new book. it will be published in September 2014 

at a cost of £60/$95. For further information and to register interest please visit www.

aerangisbook.com or email aerangis@timberpress.com    

[5] Look at those roots! This newly mounted Mystacidium capense quickly sent out new roots 

and two flower spikes. Even first-bloom plants have a plethora of roots. Grower: Botanica 

Ltd. 

[6] Even when young, Mystacidium capense will reward growers with cascades of beautiful 

white starry flowers. Grower: Botanica Ltd.

WANT TO KNOW MORE?


