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REFLECTIONS ON POTTING MEDIA, 
Part Two
by ChuckTaylor
From OSA newsletter April 2009. 

Master grower Chuck Taylor has a special interest in potting 
media, which he experiments with regularly to achieve an 
optimum mix for each plant. In the second part of this two-part 
article, he describes his own experience with different media 
and what he is using now.
Most of my potted plants have been grown in either Coconut 
Husk Chunk (CHC) mix or bark mix. The CHC mix I use is 
about 50% CHC and 50% equal parts spongy rock, lava rock, 
and clay pellets with a further 5% or so charcoal added if I have 
it. This mix retains water well and allows good air flow as long 
as it is fresh. I use it for plants that like to remain moist.
The bark mixes I use are the same as above with fine, medium 
or coarse bark replacing the CHC. Each holds successively 
less water. I add drainage material like lava rock or Styrofoam 
peanuts to most pots. I put a single layer of pea gravel on as 
the top layer in most pots. I find it will stabilize the plant until 
it is well rooted and it keeps the media more evenly moist by 
stopping the top layer of media from drying before the rest of 
the pot. This layer would be in addition to the regular amount 
of media, rather than replacing some of the media. This means 
that the plants are potted a little deeper than without the gravel. 
I have found that I can grow almost any potted plant in fine 
bark mix by varying the depth of the mix, the size of the pot, 
the amount of drainage material and the frequency of fertilizer 
and watering.
I use sphagnum moss mainly in baskets, where I get good 
aeration and uniform moisture. I have not had a lot of success 
with it in plastic pots -- mainly, I think, because I water it too 
often. I do grow some plants in semi-hydroponics. This method 
of growing has many of the advantages of other hydroponic 
methods, but is a pot culture and does not rely on a great deal 
of technology. Drilling holes in a pot one inch or so up from 
the bottom creates a water reservoir. When watered, the water 
maintained in the bottom of the pot is carried up through the 
media by capillary action. Because the water is kept below the 
holes in the pot, good air flow is possible through the rest of the 
medium.
When pots sit in saucers of water, air flow can be restricted. 
Inorganic potting materials are typically used in semi-hydro-
ponics because organic material can degrade very quickly under 
these conditions. Clay pellets are commonly used, but sponge 
rock (perlite), lava rock and other things have been used with 
success. I find that many phrags grown semi-hydroponically 
can do very well for a year or two, and then seem to fade. 

This is probably my fault, because other growers swear by the 
method. I do have five phrags that are still growing well and 
have been in semi-hydroponic pots for more than five years.
To avoid leaf tip burn in phrags, water often, well before the 
reservoir is dry. Surprisingly, I have found that many mini-catts 
grow well for me using this method. I have, for a year or more, 
been experimenting with a terrestrial mix for phrags based on 
a soil-less peat based mix. The plants growing in this mix, so 
far, are doing very well. They are growing as well or better than 
plants growing in other mixes, and only need to be watered 
every seven to ten days. I water phrags in fine bark mixes every 
two days usually.
Harry Johnson was a well-respected and very successful grower 
from Vancouver Island who unfortunately passed away in 2008. 
He had great success growing phrags and paphs in a terrestrial 
mix. When asked about it, he said, “I make up my own mixes 
for Paphs and Phrags and Cymbidiums and I don’t really mea-
sure very carefully. If did, the amounts out of ten parts might be 
about:
• Peat 3
• Perlite 3
• Silica sand 1
• Bone meal 1/2
• Dolomite lime 1/2
• Mushroom manure 1/2
• Powdered fir bark 1
• Fine charcoal (if I have it)
Most people will not have the powdered bark, but when I grade 
my own bark, there are fine bits and dust that I sift out. I don’t 
want it in my usual orchid potting as it tends to clog and hold 
too much water, but in the terrestrial mixes, it seems to work 
well. I have no idea if this will work for everyone, but it works 
well for me.”
The terrestrial mix that I am now using is a combination of 
Harry’s mix, above, and a mix that I had been using for a while. 
It is:
• Sunshine Mix #4 20 parts
• Zeolite (clay soil conditioner) 1 part
• Silica sand 1part
• Bone meal ½ part
• Dolomite lime ½ part
• Composted manure ½ part
• Charcoal 1 part
I use one or two layers only of drainage material (gravel, lava 
rock or styrofoam pellets) in the bottom of the pot and a single 
layer of gravel on top. So far this mixture is working very well 
for me, but I guess time will tell! (There is also a graph repre-
senting the amount of water retained by one litre of ten listed 
potting material, and this can been seen in the original article).
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