
In Brazil With Francisco Miranda
Cattleya (Laelia) sincorana
Text and photographs by Stig Dalström

[1]  Cattleya sincorana in a magnificent display of toughness and beauty.

[2] The prohibitive escarpments of Serra do Sincorá.

[3] The scrubby vegetation and the eroded rocks present a formidable 

barrier to climb through.

[4] P lants of Cattleya sincorana grow on the edge of the escarpment, ex-

posed to blazing sun during the day and chilling mist during the night.1
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After some fantastic orchid exper-
iences (Dalström 2015, 2016), Francisco 
Miranda of Miranda Orchids and I left 
southern Brazil and headed north again. 
After dodging death on numerous 
occasions along the busy highways, we 
passed Rio de Janeiro and headed up into 
the state of Minas Gerais. Eventually, after 
a brief stopover in Belo Horizonte, where 
Francisco gave a lecture during a large 
orchid show, we finally ended up in the 
state of Bahia. 

The Serra do Espinhaço range runs 
like a great geological backbone through 
this entire region for over 625 miles 
(1,000 km), from the southern part of the 
state of Minais Gerais, near Serra do Ouro 
Branco and Serra do Preto, up to Serra de 
Jacobina in Bahia. At the northern end of 
this great mountain range, in the State 
of Bahia, lies the Chapada Diamantina. A 
part of this forbidding rock formation is 
called Serra do Sincorá. And that is where 
we were going to look for a particular 
favorite orchid of mine that I was never 
able to grow well or bring to flower. I was 
hoping that seeing the natural habitat of 
this most charming and beautiful species 
could provide some clues as to how to 
solve the cultivation challenge. I knew this 
orchid for a long time as Laelia sincorana 
Schltr., and I think I was much in love with 
the name alone.

The overall geology of the Chapada 
is very complex, with metamorphous 
sandstone and conglomerates, but also 
with areas of limestone from ancient seas, 
and fossils, pillow lavas and other igneous 
formations providing evidence of former 
large-scale volcanic activity (Harley, in 
Toscano and Cribb, 2005). Not only is it 
evident that some larger-scale volcanic 
area has disrupted the land, it has also 
created habitats in some places that are 
formidably tricky to get through. Aside 
from the steep cliffs with sharp and eroded 
ledges, and flesh-eating vegetation, 
there are plenty of hiding places for 
some exceptionally dangerous snakes. 
Several large pit vipers are abundant. One 
particularly nasty local subspecies of the 
South American rattlesnake apparently 
has a combined cocktail of neuro- and 
hemotoxin, which does not have an 
effective antidote. Francisco informed me 
with a sardonic smile and with a mixture 
of scientific facts and gallows humor that 
if you get bitten you either die of internal 
bleeding (very painful) or kidney failure 
(not very pleasant either). Swell! Luckily, 
we did not encounter any snakes of any 
kind during the wonderful, but quite 
strenuous days scrambling up and down 4
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[5]  The roots of Cattleya sincorana spread 

for many feet in each direction.

[6]  Another favored habitat for Cattleya sin-

corana is on rough dead or living Vellozia 

trunks.

[7]  Like magenta stars, flowers of Cattleya 

sincorana can be seen from far away.

[8]  Although always distinguishable, flowers 

of Cattleya sincorana can show a desir-

able variability.

[9]  Orchids don’t always grow where they 

want to grow, but where they can grow.

[10]  The superficially similar flowers of 

Epistephium sclerophyllum Lindl. may 

utilize the same pollinator as Cattleya 

sincorana.

[11]  The summit of Serra do Sincorá offers 

splendid views for any orchid enthusiast.

[12]  Francisco Miranda looks for a rea-

sonably safe way down from Serra do 

Sincorá.

the escarpments together with Cassio 
Van den Berg and Lizandro Nicanor Peraza 
Flores who had come up from the coast 
to join us.

The first plant of this species to be 
scientifically documented was found 
at 3,275– 4,250 feet (1,100–1,300 m) 
elevation growing on rocks and Vellozia 
Vand. trunks on Serra do Sincorá, 
where this species still exists today. It 
was collected in November 1906 by 
the German-born gardener Ernst Ule, 
who later became the director of the 
botanical department of the National 
Museum in Rio. It was described by the 
German taxonomist Rudolf Schlechter 
in Orchis 11 page 72, 1917, as Laelia 
sincorana Schltr. Schlechter placed this 
species in the section Hadrolaelia.  Eighty-
three years later it was transferred to 
Sophronitis Lindl., by Cassio Van den Berg 
and Mark Chase (2000) based on some 
molecular evidence. Two years later it 
was transferred to the genus Hadrolaelia 
(Schltr.) Chiron and V.P.Castro by Chiron 
and Castro (2002), and six years later 
it was transferred to Cattleya Lindl., by 
Cassio Van den Berg (2008), where it 
remains today.

Seeing a large number of Cattleya 
sincorana plants in the natural habitat 
made it clear that you need more than a 
gloomy windowsill in Sweden to grow this 
super-tough and environmentally abused 
orchid. What you need, rather, is a tropical 
sun blazing down for much of the day, 
and with a cool mist sweeping in at night, 
lowering the temperature considerably. 
We were there in October, which is in the 
spring in Brazil, but I am not familiar with 
the local climatic conditions during the 
rest of the year. It would probably be a 
good idea to ask Francisco about that to 
get a better understanding of how to grow 
this orchid successfully. But looking at 
the photos can also provide horticultural 
insights.
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