
West Hawai‘i MG Vanilla Orchid Project
by Celeste Makrevis, West Hawai‘i Master Gardener

West Hawai‘i Master Gardeners are working with our 2015 Master Gardener Trainees on our Va-
nilla Orchid Project.  

As we were renovating our greenhouse 
space in preparation for using it for our 
growing area, we removed quite a 
length of vanilla orchid vine that had 
climbed up the side of the greenhouse 
and was sprawling along the roof.  From 
these cuttings, we potted up sections 
with at least 4 - 5 nodes each to grow 
on as plants, which we sell at our out-
reaches.

The “mother plant” continues to grow 
and is budding once again.  A team of 
Master Gardeners and Master Gardener 

Trainees will be pollinating the flowers as they open and then process the beans.  In Hawaii, vanilla or-
chid flowers must be hand pollinated because we do not have the stingless bees, Melipona, which nor-
mally pollinate the flowers. 

Blooming occurs only when the plants are 
mature, which takes about 3 years from plant-
ing.  Each flower opens for one day only, so it 
must be pollinated during that time or the 
flower will simply fall off and never produce 
the fruit we call vanilla beans.  There is an op-
timal time to pollinate the flowers within that 
day, which seems to be late morning.

After pollination and fruit set, the vanilla 
bean will grow on the vine for an additional 6 
– 9 months.  When the beans starts to be 
tinged with yellow, it needs to be handpicked 
and processed.  Throughout the processing of 
the vanilla beans, hands and tools need to be 
very clean to prevent contamination of the 
beans.

Vanilla orchid buds



After harvest, some growers blanch the beans in 160 
degree water for two and a half minutes, then wrap in 
a blanket or towel and then in plastic to hold in 
warmth and moisture as they dry.  The beans are then 
placed in a cooler for 24-48 hours.

Another method is to simply dry the beans in the sun 
for one morning, then wrap up and put inside for the 
night.  Whichever method is used, the beans need to 
be kept pliable.

After this initial drying, the vanilla beans are put out 
in semi-shade each early morning, then wrapped and 
brought back indoors again for 6 – 8 weeks. It has 
been noted by the team that drying needs to be lim-
ited to days with relative humidity over 50%, or the 
beans seem to dry too quickly.  

The final step in curing is to put the beans in sealed 
cardboard boxes lined with waxed paper for about 

three months. 

‣ Read more at: 
http://westhawaiitoday.com/sections/news/local-features/curing-your-own-vanilla-beans-two-ways.html

‣ See more information about growing vanilla orchids at 
http://www.akatsukaorchid.com/store/pg/51-Vanilla-Orchid-Care.aspx 

Vanilla beans!
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