Pleurothallids Displayed in a Case     

                                                                                                                  By Lynn O’Shaughnessy

    A few years after the pleurothallid bug really bit, I gave up designing and setting up society displays to do my own.  I had become enamored by these little plants and really wanted to show them off to other society members and the public.  Always up for a challenge, I knew I had to think of something that would be creative, keep the humidity up, protect the plants and was easy to transport.      

    My first attempt was to use the Quito case from Orchidarium on a tabletop.  The Quito was not very large – only 10” deep x 21” wide x 21” tall – but then you don’t need much space for pleurothallids, right?  I decided to put my smaller plants in the case, and then use moss and wood branches to make it appear that the plants seemed to “spill” out of the case in the front.  The design continued around to the side of the case with some larger pleurothallids arranged in a natural setting.  It was a unique idea that earned me the AOS Show trophy for my efforts, but I found that the plants outside the case suffered through the weekend in the dry show environment.  It quickly became apparent that I needed a larger case that would hold my entire display.  Going to a larger Orchidarium case was out of the question as they were bulky, heavy and not easily transported, so I set out to design and build my own case.

    First of all, before I go into the construction of the case, let me explain the criteria to which I built it.  I wanted to design a case:

1. To keep humidity around the pleurothallids at shows where most environments are quite hostile to them.

2. That could easily be set up and taken down for transport, and

3. That would prevent theft of the plants during shows.

With this in mind, I decided that the base and top would be made of oak so that it would look nice when finished.  I had a variety of left over pieces from my greenhouse that fit the bill for the four corners and the base to hold the Plexiglas.  Now all I had to make these materials match the ideas in my mind. 

    I put the base together as shown here.  Nothing fancy with mitered corners.  The inside dimensions are 42” wide x 36” tall x 28” deep.  I purchased 1 x 4 oak boards for the base.
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Before I assembled each of the four base pieces, I used the table saw to remove the thickness of a piece of pressboard that I used for the bottom.  I wanted the bottom inset to make it look nice.  I also attached a metal piece from my greenhouse along each base piece to hold the Plexiglas.  See a cross-section of this to the right.  These metal pieces stopped about 1½ inches short of each corner.  I put the corners together with wood screws and glue.  For strength and stability, I turned this assembled square upside down and used glue and screws to attach the pressboard bottom.  I also screwed and glued a block of wood to each corner on the inside.  The last thing to do was to get a piece of landscape plastic – the thickest mil I could find – and line the base with it to make it waterproof since I knew there would be water spilling into there over the course of a show.

    For the top, I used a four pieces of what amounts to about ¼ x 10 inch oak boards.  I wanted something deep enough to hide lights and fans and such that would be above the display, but lightweight enough for me to handle.    The top was a little trickier to assemble since it is hard to put screw into boards that thin.  I ended up screwing and gluing a block of wood on each inside corner for basic assembly and then fastened a ¾ x ¾ inch piece of wood lengthwise to all four pieces that would serve as a stop that would set on top of the Plexiglas.  See a cross-section of this to the right.  Now, since I ended up having screws showing on the outside of the top in the corners, I bought some “outside corner” trim, painted it black and tacked this on with finish nails.  Also, there were screws showing lengthwise where the stop block was attached.  To hide these, I used a piece of black electricians tape to compliment the black corner pieces.  For the top, I cut a piece of Plexiglas to simply laid on top of the stop block.  I bought two computer fans, cut two holes in the Plexiglas close to the front of the case and installed them so that they would blow down.  I thought that hanging them from the Plexiglas inside might cause too much stress, so I attached them from the top so that they set on top of the Plexiglas and distribute the weight of the fans.  Each fan housing is about a 4 x 4 square.  The purpose of the two fans was to keep the humidity off of the face of the display so people could easily see the plants.  I found a 3-foot long fluorescent light fixture that was to just set on top of the Plexiglas.  After the first few shows with the top designed like this, I realized that the light, fans and cords were visible to anyone standing in front of the display, so I bought a piece of egg crate that I set between the stop block and the Plexiglas.  Now, no one can see all the “junk” on top, but the light and air for the fans can still come through.  One problem, though was that the egg crate only comes in a piece 24 inches wide, so I used superglue to glue two pieces together, then trimmed the whole thing to fit in the top frame.

    Now for the sides.  I had aluminum pieces from my greenhouse that were designed to hold two pieces of the twin wall polycarbonate side by side.  This looked like it would be just what I needed if I could bend them 90 degrees.  My airplane mechanic had a metal brake that basically held the pieces lengthwise and bent them to whatever degree I wanted.  But by doing this, however, I weakened the aluminum, so I had them tack welded along the bend to keep them from breaking.  I painted these black.  

    I bought four pieces of Plexiglas for the four sides and cut them to fit in the grooves of the four metal corners.  Since I only wanted to have people see my display from the front, I used two-sided tape and attached pre-cut pieces of black felt to the inside of the two sides and the back.  Also, on the back piece, I drilled a hole large enough to be able to pass plugs through since I planned to use the little ultrasonic foggers inside the case.   Now you have the basic construction of the case.  Let’s put it together.

    Before I begin setup, I have a card table that I use under the case with a 10-inch elevated platform that I built to get the case at just the right height.  This platform is exactly the width of the case, allows about 3 to 4 inches overlap in the front of the case and about 4 to 5 inches overlap in the back.  The overlap in the front is for signs and such.  The overlap in the back is for a power strip to sit on that runs the various electrical things needed.  I cut black cloth to fit over all of this down to about 2 inches off the floor (this makes for a great place to store boxes and things during the show).  I set this up first and position the base on it.

    For this next assembly step, I need about 5 minutes of another person’s time.  Everything else I can do myself.  What this person does is to hold the corners one at a time with the sides and back of the Plexiglas while I attach the corners and Plexiglas loosely with electricians tape at the top.  This will get covered by the top piece and will not show.  I only assemble the two sides and the back and then slide the top on to hold everything solid.  The front is open so that I can work on the display.  

    Now, I have to get all the electrical things up and running.  I have a two-way plug on top for the fans with one cord that goes down to the power strip.  I put the light on top and plug that in.  Then I pass the fogger plugs through the hole in the back and get them ready to plug in once I have them in water.  

    For my display, I have to accommodate two large bowls of water for the foggers, so I usually use chicken wire forms to do this.  This past year I made one of the forms look like a rotted tree trunk by pulling some bark off of an old oak tree on our property and using “Great Stuff” spray foam insulation to attach it to the chicken wire.  This makes for a great way to feature a special plant in the display.  Anyways, I position and fill the bowls, fill them with water, put the chicken wire forms over them and begin assembling the display.  I have usually done a mock display in the greenhouse and know where I want everything, so this does not take long.  

     I will bring fishing line and 24 gauge fine floral wire with me to use in various ways to hold pots and plants steady as I build things up.  I bring a bag of Styrofoam peanuts to use to fill in between plants that I had to elevate to get to look right.  Then after putting in some ferns, I use either baby’s tears, “fluff moss” or sheet moss (the mosses I get from OFE) to fill in between the plants and hide the pots.  The baby’s tears and another small ground cover type of plant grows great on my greenhouse floor.  About a week before a show, I put Sluggo pellets down around them to make sure I don’t have any hitchhikers in my case.

    Now, to build the proper airflow in the case (and this took three years of designs to come up with one that works), I will leave a small hole between the mosses in the front of the case.  Because the chicken wire elevates everything, this hole actually opens up to everything under the mounds.  I also leave spaces at the back of the display open – like behind my fake rotted tree trunk.  No one can usually see back there anyways.  What happens then is that when the fans are turned on, the air goes into the hole and sends fog up the backside of the display.  You would just have to plan on plants that could stand a little drying out when the fans are running and place these in the front – no lepanthes here!

    The last thing I do after I have all my plants, moss and labels in place is to put the front piece of Plexiglas in.  To do this, I pick the front part of the top up and slide it back.  Then I slide in the front piece of Plexiglas and replace the top over it.  If this critical piece of Plexiglas needs cleaning, I found that anti-static computer wipes do a good job without scratching.  However, it seems that scratches are inevitable and any scratches on the front piece are very visible when the case light is on.  After three years of use, I will probably have to replace the front piece because of scratches.  Now you can see why this case design will not work well for normal growing – it is not very easily accessible – but it works great for displays at shows! 

    I run the foggers ALL THE TIME during a show, but only run the fans while the show is open.  What happens is that overnight, the whole case will fog up and the plants get their much-needed humidity.  The face of the case will clear up about 30 to 45 minutes after the fans are turned on in the morning.  One of the bowls of water is large enough so that it will last for the duration of a weekend show.  The other bowl will only last a little over 24 hours, so I cut a small piece of half inch rigid plastic tubing, painted the top black, and hide it in the moss over the fake rotted log.  That way, I can slip a funnel in the top of the tubing and fill the bowl as needed.  I have to guess as to how much water I need since I can’t see under where the bowl is, but if I overfill, the plastic liner in the bottom of the base makes sure there isn’t a mess.

    As far as the display theme goes, I have done displays with as many different pleurothallid genera as I can, to displays using only different masdevallias.  Some displays are built around just species.  But if I include my hybrid masdevallias, I can definitely get big splashes of color since I almost always have beautiful hybrid plants in bloom year ‘round.  I always do computer generated black tags with white lettering to label each plant.  This way, I can leave the registration tags on the outside of the case for easy removal after judging.  The judges have been understanding of the fact that it is not practical to hang registration tags on the plants inside the case, as long as each plant is labeled inside so they can find it to judge it.  If a plant is nominated for AOS judging, I usually ask that it be judged in-situ first.  Then I will remove it if they need it after initial research.  The only real problem comes after judging is over in that all the ribbons are hanging on the outside of the case.  Visitors viewing the case cannot easily tell what plants or classes the ribbons are for.

    In the Spring of 2002, I had taken this case to Chicago to set up a display.  This display was built to represent the Pleurothallid Alliance and won the trophy for the best display in its class (for societies), the AOS Show Trophy for the best display at the show (out of over 50 displays) and the Orchid Digest Trophy for the best non-commercial display.  My Masdevallia Cassiope won best of class for Pleurothallids.  It has taken over four years of doing displays in a case plus six years previous of doing society displays to perfect what I do, and it was an exciting honor to see all these recognitions given to a display of my favorite group of plants – especially at an AOS Members Meeting!



Lynn O’Shaughnessy, Howell, Michigan



freespirit@pleurothallids.com


517-546-8303
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