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Author’s Note

A word before we begin, about how this book is made and where its limits are.

This is a book of wonder before it is anything else. It is not a manual for growing lady’s slippers, and it is not a guide to finding and digging them; if you came for the latter, I will spend much of the book trying to talk you out of it. What I want is for you to see these flowers more clearly, because seeing them clearly and wanting to keep them turn out to be the same act.

The first thing that needs saying is about names. Every one of these orchids carried names, and lived in relationship with people, long before a botanist pinned a Latin binomial to a dried specimen. Across much of the northern range of the pink lady’s slipper it is the moccasin flower, a name carried in Anishinaabemowin in forms built from makizin, moccasin or shoe; other Nations have their own names and their own long relationships with these plants. Where the published record gives me such a name, I use it, and I try always to do three things: to name the specific Nation rather than reaching for a vague “Native American,” to name the published source or knowledge-holder the name comes from, and then to stop. I am a settler and a learner here. Not a translator of this knowledge, and not an authority on it. There are stories held with some of these flowers, and meanings, and uses, that are not mine to retell, and I have not retold them. I have tried only to say that they exist, to point toward their keepers, and to leave the door respectfully closed.

I did not invent this way of working. I learned it from Indigenous writers and scholars, Robin Wall Kimmerer first among them, and from the people and frameworks now doing the patient work of Indigenous cultural and data governance: Local Contexts and its Traditional Knowledge Labels, the CARE Principles, the OCAP principles in Canada. The short version of all of it is the oldest courtesy there is. Some knowledge belongs to a people, and the right way to treat it is to ask, to credit, and to defer.

More than once in these pages I note that the published record holds no name or no use for a given orchid among a given people. I have tried to frame those silences as what they are, gaps in a settler archive, and never as proof that the knowledge does not exist. A silence in our records is a fact about our records. It is nothing more than that.

I have checked the Indigenous-related material in this book against primary published sources as carefully as I know how, but careful citation is not the same as the blessing of the people whose knowledge this is, and I claim only the former. If I have gotten something wrong (a name, an attribution, a framing, an emphasis), I want to know, and I will fix it in the next printing. That offer is genuine and it has no expiration. You can write to me at joelzyla@gmail.com. You might think of this book as one settler’s attempt to pay attention well, offered in the hope of being corrected where it needs correcting.

A word about the science. I have not invented anything in these pages; every claim about range, habitat, bloom time, pollinator, fungus, or conservation status traces to the published record, and where that record is uncertain or actively disputed I have tried to say so rather than smooth it over. Part of the joy of these orchids is how much about them remains genuinely unknown — pollinators no one has yet watched, fungal partners no one has yet named. I have tried to mark the live edge of what we know rather than pretend the edge is not there.

And a word about places. You will notice that I name regions and habitats but almost never a precise location. That is deliberate. For a rare orchid the single most dangerous fact is its exact address, and the internet is not the right keeper of it. If you go looking, go gently, and keep what you find the same way.

That is the whole of the housekeeping. The rest is the flowers.




Part One — Falling in Love

Before any of the science, there is the kneeling. This first part is about meeting these orchids the way most of us do, at close range and a little by accident, and finding that the flower which stopped you is stranger, and more cunning, than it looks.




The Flower Running a Con

Kneel down.

I mean it. Actually get down on your knees, because that is the only way to meet this flower on its own terms, and because the thing I am about to show you cannot be seen from standing height. It is late May in an oak-heath woods, the kind with white pine and pitch pine threaded among the oaks and last autumn’s leaves still matted underfoot, and the light is coming through the half-opened oak canopy in that thin green way it does for only a few weeks a year. Push aside the leaf litter at the base of a pine. Take your time. And there, rising on a single bare stalk from between two pleated leaves, is a pouch of impossible pink, veined and swollen and nodding slightly in air too still to feel.

This is a pink lady’s slipper (Cypripedium acaule). Some people call it the moccasin flower. I still go quiet every time I find one, the way you go quiet in front of something that has been at this far longer than we have.


[image: A single pink lady’s slipper (Cypripedium acaule) on its leafless scape at the foot of a pine, in the thin green light of late May.]
A single pink lady’s slipper (Cypripedium acaule) on its leafless scape at the foot of a pine, in the thin green light of late May.

Here is the first thing to understand, and it is the thing this whole book turns on. What you are looking at is not a flower trying to be beautiful for you. It is not even, really, trying to be beautiful. It is running a con. A very old, very good, very specific con — and you, kneeling there charmed, are not even the mark. You are just a passerby who happened to catch the show. The mark is a bee, and she has no idea what is about to happen to her.


What you are actually looking at

Let me name the parts, because the names matter and I will use them for the rest of the book.

That swollen pink pouch (the part that gives the plant every one of its common names, slipper and moccasin alike) is a single, wildly modified petal. Botanists call it the labellum, and I will mostly just call it the pouch or the slipper, because that is what it looks like and that is what people have always called it. Most flowers wear their petals flat and open, like a hand held out. This orchid took one petal and inflated it into a hollow chamber, a balloon of tissue with an opening in front, and arranged everything else around that one astonishing structure: the other petals, the sepals, the reproductive machinery. The whole flower is built to serve the pouch.

The pouch sits at the top of a single bare stalk. In C. acaule this stalk carries no leaves at all. It rises naked from the ground, and the leaves stay below, two of them, pressed close at the base. That leafless stalk has a name too: a scape. (The plant’s scientific name, acaule, means “stemless,” and it is one of the few orchid names that is honest about what it describes — though more on that in a later chapter.) The leaves are pleated like a folding fan, ribbed with parallel veins, soft and faintly hairy to the touch. Two leaves, opposite each other, hugging the ground. Hold that detail; it will turn out to be the single most reliable way to know this orchid from every one of its cousins.


[image: The two opposite basal leaves, pleated and parallel-veined, with the leafless scape rising between them, here topped by a dry seed capsule: the surest way to know the pink lady’s slipper.]
The two opposite basal leaves, pleated and parallel-veined, with the leafless scape rising between them, here topped by a dry seed capsule: the surest way to know the pink lady’s slipper.

Now look at the front of the pouch.

Every other lady’s slipper in North America, every one of the eleven other native species in this book, opens its pouch through a round hole near the top — like the mouth of a little jug. Not this one. C. acaule opens down the front, through a long vertical slit that runs the length of the pouch, and the two edges of that slit are rolled inward on themselves, curled back toward the inside of the chamber. This vertical fissure with its inrolled lips is found in no other Cypripedium on Earth. It is the flower’s signature. And it is also the trap.



The mark walks in

A bee comes. Specifically a bumblebee, and not just any bumblebee but, across most of this orchid’s range, a queen of the half-black bumblebee, Bombus vagans, or in the colder northern parts of the range her amber-banded relative, the northern bumblebee Bombus borealis. I want to be precise about this, because for a long time the books got it wrong and blamed the wrong insect; the small solitary bees that pollinate the yellow lady’s slippers do not do the work here. This pouch is built for something bigger. It is built for a queen.

She is drawn in by the color first, that hot pink visible against the brown forest floor from a surprising distance, and then by a faint sweet scent. She lands. She finds the slit, pushes at the inrolled edges, and forces her way through, because she is big and strong, a queen newly out of hibernation with a colony to found. The rolled lips give way and let her in. A smaller, weaker bee could not have managed it. That resistance is the first thing to notice: the slit is a filter, and it is sized for muscle. This flower is, in effect, auditioning its pollinators for strength, and no other lady’s slipper on Earth opens this way.

And then they fold in behind her.

This is the part that should change how you see the flower. The inrolled margins of that fissure are not decorative. They flex inward easily as the bee pushes in, and then they relax back across the gap, so that the easy way she came is suddenly the hard way out. She is inside a smooth, translucent, dimly glowing chamber, and every cue the flower offers now points her somewhere other than back through that slit. Here is the heart of the con: there is nothing in there for her. No nectar. No reward of any kind. She has been drawn into a one-way room on a promise the flower never intended to keep.

This is what biologists call deceptive pollination: the flower advertises a meal it does not serve. Orchids are among the great cheats of the plant world, and a great many of them lure their pollinators exactly this way, offering color and scent and shape, every signal of a good flower worth visiting, then delivering nothing. The lady’s slipper is one of the most accomplished practitioners. The bee works for free, and she does not even know she is working.



The only way out

So the queen is trapped in a chamber the size of a thimble, agitated now, looking for an exit. The walls are slick and offer no foothold. But the back of the pouch is translucent, lit from behind like frosted glass, and near the top of that back wall are two small bright windows where the light comes through strongest. She does what any animal in a dark room does. She climbs toward the light.

And the flower has built the only path out exactly where it needs her to go.

To escape, she has to squeeze up and through one of two narrow openings at the rear of the pouch, tucked beside the column where the flower keeps its reproductive organs. Forcing back out through the inrolled slit would take real work, and the lit rear of the chamber is the path of least resistance, so she takes it: forward, up, and out the back, through a corridor so tight she has to scrape her way along it. And the order in which she meets things in that corridor is not an accident. She passes the stigma first, the sticky surface that receives pollen, and only after that does she pass the anther, where the flower’s own pollen waits to be glued onto her back.

Sit with that sequence for a second, because it is a small masterpiece. If she is carrying pollen from another lady’s slipper she visited earlier, she leaves it on the stigma on her way past, pollinating this flower, before she picks up this flower’s own pollen. The flower has arranged its anatomy so that incoming pollen is delivered before outgoing pollen is loaded. It is almost impossible for the plant to fertilize itself. Every grain that does its job has to come from somebody else’s flower, carried on the back of a bee who was conned into the trip. The trap doesn’t just use the bee. It uses her to force the orchid to outbreed.

She drags free at last, dusted with pollen, no richer than she came. And if the con works, she flies off and finds another pink pouch and gets fooled all over again.



A flower running a con

That is a flower running a con. And it is a very old one. The genus Cypripedium has been trapping bees in pouches for something like thirty million years, which means these chambers were luring insects to work for nothing long before there was anything resembling us to kneel down and admire the trick.

I should be honest about how well the con actually pays, because the numbers are part of the wonder. In two Virginia populations that were studied closely, researchers found that only about five percent of flowers in one population, and thirteen percent in the other, ever set fruit on their own — while flowers they pollinated by hand set fruit at essentially a hundred percent. The flower is fully capable of making seed. It just rarely gets the visit. A bee, once trapped and cheated, learns fast, and is in no hurry to repeat it. So most lady’s slipper flowers, in most years, bloom gorgeously and are never pollinated at all. They are gambling on the rare naïve queen who hasn’t learned better yet.

But here is the twist the same study found: when a bee does take the bait and carry pollen onward, she is a spectacularly good vector. Somewhere between a third and a half of the pollen she removed went on to fertilize other plants. The visits are rare and the visits are precious. The orchid has made a bet that a few well-aimed deceptions are worth more than a thousand honest little payments of nectar it would have to manufacture and give away. Across thirty million years, the bet has held.



Beauty was never the point — and that is the point

I told you that you, kneeling there, are not the mark. You aren’t. The pink was never for your eyes; it was tuned, over deep time, to the visual system of a hungry queen bumblebee in a spring forest, and the fact that it moves us too is, biologically speaking, a coincidence.

But it is the most useful coincidence I know.

Because once you understand that the beauty is a tool, a precise and evolved and ruthless tool for getting a specific insect to do a specific job for free, the flower somehow becomes more beautiful, not less. The pink stops being mere prettiness and becomes a kind of argument the plant is making with its environment, a strategy worn on the outside. You start to see the slit not as a flaw or an opening but as a machine. You start to see the whole nodding pouch as what it is: not an ornament, but an instrument, played on bees.


[image: How the trap works. A bee forces in through the slit down the front, climbs toward the lit windows at the rear, and escapes only past the stigma and then the anther.]
How the trap works. A bee forces in through the slit down the front, climbs toward the lit windows at the rear, and escapes only past the stigma and then the anther.

And then the questions start, the way they started for me, kneeling in the woods my grandfather first walked me into as a boy, and the way I hope they start for you. If the flower so rarely sets seed, where do new lady’s slippers come from? When a seed does form, what happens to it? A single pouch, successfully fooled, can spill a haze of dust-fine seeds, each one barely more than a speck. How does a dust mote with almost no food of its own become a plant that takes six to ten years to flower for the first time and can then go on living for decades? What is going on under the ground, in the dark, all those years before the first leaf ever sees the light?

I will tell you, but not yet. For now I only want to plant the answer, because it is the secret at the center of this book. This orchid cannot grow alone. It never could. From its first hours as a seed in the soil, C. acaule is utterly dependent on a partner it cannot see and we usually forget: a particular fungus, threaded through the soil and into the seed itself, feeding the orchid in the years before the orchid can feed itself. We tend to call that kind of dependence fragility. By the time we reach the chapter where the fungus comes onstage, I am going to try to convince you it might be better to call it trust. The con the flower runs on the bee, it turns out, sits on top of a partnership the flower keeps, faithfully, with something underground — and that partnership is the more astonishing story of the two.



What we have called it

People have been kneeling in front of this flower for a very long time, and they have left us their words for it.

The naturalist Susan Fenimore Cooper, walking the woods near Cooperstown, New York, in the early summer of 1850, wrote in her journal that “we found also a little troop of moccasin plants in flower; frequently, the season has passed without our seeing one, but this afternoon we gathered no less than eighteen of the purple kind, the Cyprepedium acaule [sic] of botanists.” I love that passage for the joy in it, the giddy bounty of eighteen at once, and I wince at it for the same reason, because the gathering of eighteen wild orchids is exactly the impulse this book exists to talk you out of. Cooper herself felt the loss coming. Earlier that same spring she had noted that the moccasin flower, once common right up to the edge of the village, had grown rare, “and it is considered a piece of good luck to find them.” Within one woman’s lifetime, in one corner of New York, abundance was already turning to luck. We will come back to that.

Henry David Thoreau, a few years later and a state away, kept finding it where I have always found it: on dry, acid, pine-shaded ground. “The lady’s-slipper in pitch pine wood-side near J. Hosmer’s Desert,” he noted in his journal in late May of 1856, “probably about the 27th.” That offhand line carries a real piece of natural history. Thoreau, without theorizing about it, had pinned this orchid to the poor, sandy, sour soils where it actually lives — the pine woods and oak heaths and bog margins, the ground other plants find too acid to bother with. The pink lady’s slipper is a specialist in difficulty. It thrives in soil sour enough, with too little for most things to eat, that it has the place largely to itself. There is a whole chapter in that, too.

The moccasin flower has older names than the botanists’ Latin and older claims than the naturalists’ journals. In Anishinaabemowin, the language of the Anishinaabe peoples whose homelands stretch across much of this orchid’s northern range, it carries names built from the word makizin, moccasin or shoe. The Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission records the name makizinkewe, “moccasin-making one,” in its 2007 guide Indinawemaaganidog / All My Relatives; the root makizin is documented in the Ojibwe People’s Dictionary at the University of Minnesota, and the fuller compound makizini-waabigwan, “moccasin flower,” in contemporary Anishinaabe-language sources. That same root gives us the English “moccasin flower,” a calque of the older Anishinaabe name, and one that persisted among most Americans until nineteenth-century European usage, “lady’s slipper,” displaced it. There is an Anishinaabe story tied to this flower, held by the people whose story it is, and carried still by Anishinaabe storytellers today. It is not mine to tell, and I am not going to retell it here. I want only to say that it exists, that it is older than this book and not made for it, and that I am writing as a settler and a learner who knows enough to leave that particular door respectfully closed. The flower has lived in language, and in relationship, far longer than it has lived in field guides. ## The whole game

I have watched people walk straight past a colony of these orchids without seeing a single one. The pink hides better than you would think against the leaf litter, and a person moving at standing height, talking, thinking about lunch, simply does not register it. I have also watched a person who finally did see one, who knelt the way I told you to kneel, go completely still. That stillness is the whole game. You do not protect what you have never noticed, and there are fewer of these flowers along our roadsides and in our woodlots every year, in part because so few of us are looking down.

So this is partly a book about a flower, and partly a book about learning to look.

The promise I will make you now, and try to keep for the next fifteen chapters, is small and specific: by the time we are done, you will not be able to walk past one of these again. You will see the pink. You will look at the slit down the front of the pouch and think, one-way valve. You will wonder what fungus is feeding the plant from below and how many years it waited underground before it dared to bloom. And you will understand, standing there, that the most beautiful thing on the forest floor is also one of the most cunning, and that the two facts are not in tension at all. They are the same fact.

For now, though, just stay down here a moment longer. Look at the pouch nodding on its bare scape, the two pleated leaves cupped at the base, the long inrolled slit catching the green light. Somewhere a queen bumblebee is doing her rounds, and the flower is waiting, patiently, with the deep patience of a lineage that has been at this for a very long time, for exactly the right dupe to come along.

Then stand up, brush the leaf litter from your knees, and leave it where it stands.





What Is a Lady’s Slipper, Really?

Walk into any garden center in May, anywhere on the continent, and somewhere near the front, between the hydrangeas and the impulse-buy succulents, you may find a pot holding what the tag calls a “lady slipper.” The flower is unmistakable. A pouch, swollen and waxy, the color of a bruise or a sunset, slung beneath a flare of glossy petals. It looks like the thing this whole book is about. You could carry it to the register, set it on a windowsill, and tell your friends you are growing a lady’s slipper.

You would be growing an orchid. You would not be growing one of ours.

I want to start here, at the register, because it is the cleanest way I know to draw the line this chapter is about. The plant in that pot is almost certainly a Paphiopedilum, an Asian slipper orchid, or more likely a nursery hybrid bred from several Asian species and selected over decades for a pouch that holds its color under fluorescent light and a constitution that forgives a forgetful owner. It is a marvel. It is also a houseplant, the way a golden retriever is a wolf: same deep family, completely different life. The flowers this book follows do not sit in pots near the register. They grow in fens and pine woods and prairie remnants and serpentine seeps, they cannot be bought cheaply because they cannot be made cheaply, and most of them would be dead within a season if you dug one up and brought it home. To understand why, you first have to understand what a lady’s slipper actually is: what makes it an orchid, what makes that pouch a pouch, and which “lady’s slippers” are family and which are strangers wearing the name.

So let’s take the flower apart. Gently, and without picking it.


[image: The parts of a lady’s slipper. An inflated labellum, a hooding dorsal sepal, two lower sepals fused into a single synsepal, and a column carrying two fertile anthers: the build that marks the slipper orchids.]
The parts of a lady’s slipper. An inflated labellum, a hooding dorsal sepal, two lower sepals fused into a single synsepal, and a column carrying two fertile anthers: the build that marks the slipper orchids.


What makes it an orchid

Start with a thing you already know how to do without thinking. Look at your own face in a mirror. A line drawn straight down the middle, between your eyes, down the bridge of your nose, divides you into two halves that more or less match. Left eye, right eye. Left ear, right ear. This is bilateral symmetry, two mirrored sides, and you share it with nearly every animal you’ve ever met. Most flowers do not work this way. A buttercup, a wild rose, an apple blossom: spin any of them like a pinwheel and they look the same from any angle, petals arranged around a center like spokes on a wheel. Botanists call that radial symmetry, and it is the floral default.

Orchids broke the default. An orchid flower has a top and a bottom, a left and a right, a single plane down which it folds into matching halves: a face, not a wheel. This is the first and oldest tell. Once you have it in your eye you cannot lose it. The orchid on the windowsill, the lady’s slipper in the fen, the little green twayblade you’d otherwise step on, the five-dollar grocery-store Phalaenopsis, every one of them is built like a face, with one petal singled out and dressed up to be the lower lip of that face. That singled-out petal is where the whole story lives. Hold that thought; we are coming back to it.

Now the part that is genuinely strange, the feature that more than any other says orchid and nothing else. In most flowers, the male organs and the female organs are separate neighbors. There are stamens, slender filaments tipped with pollen, standing in a ring, and somewhere in the middle a pistil with its sticky landing pad and its ovary below. Boy parts here, girl parts there, sharing the same blossom but distinct structures you could point to one at a time. Orchids fused them. In an orchid, the male and female machinery are welded into a single organ, one structure doing both jobs, and that fused organ has a name worth learning: the column. It is the defining hardware of the orchid family. No other group of plants makes one. When you see a column, you are looking at an orchid, full stop.

And then there are the seeds, which belong in any honest definition. Most plants pack a lunch for their offspring. A bean, an acorn, a sunflower seed, each is a baby plant wrapped around a generous store of food, enough fuel to push a root down and a shoot up and run the first solar panels before the seed needs the outside world for anything. Orchids send their children out with the pockets empty. An orchid seed is dust. Not dust as a figure of speech. Dust as a fact, a speck so small and so light that a single ripe seedpod releases them in their hundreds of thousands and the wind takes them like smoke. They carry almost no food at all.

That empty lunchbox has a consequence, and it is the last item on the checklist: an orchid seed germinates only after a soil fungus moves in and feeds it, for months or years, before the first leaf. The dust seed lands, waits in the dark, and a particular fungus threaded through the soil finds it and grows inside it, passing sugar and minerals across a living seam until the orchid can finally make a leaf of its own. The relationship has a name, mycorrhiza, and it is the real engine under everything else a lady’s slipper does. There is a whole chapter coming on it, the one where the fungus comes onstage. Not yet. For now I will just set it on the table and move on.

So: a face, not a wheel. A column where most flowers keep their sexes apart. Seeds like smoke, sent out broke. And a hidden partner underground without which none of it happens. Stack those four together and you have the orchid family, the largest family of flowering plants on Earth, tens of thousands of species in nearly every habitat that isn’t open ice or open ocean. Our lady’s slippers are a tiny, ancient corner of that enormous house. To find their corner, look at the lip.



The slipper is a petal

Picture two labellums side by side. On the windowsill Phalaenopsis, the lower lip is a small frilled landing platform, a flat little apron a moth could perch on. On a Cypripedium, it is a balloon you could lose a bumblebee inside. Same petal, same ancestry, wildly different ambition, and the lady’s slipper’s version is the whole reason anyone ever gave this plant a name about footwear.

That pouch is one petal. A single petal, and nothing more exotic than that. Other flowers wear their petals flat, splayed open like a hand. The lady’s slipper took one of its three petals and blew it up like a glassblower working a bubble, inflated it into a hollow chamber with an opening you could slip a fingertip into, and there is your slipper. The botanical name for that transformed lip is the labellum, Latin for “little lip,” and it is the same modified lower petal every orchid carries, the singled-out one I told you to hold in your eye.

Understand what you are actually seeing. That pouch is not a decoration and not an accident of beauty. It is a room, a chamber a pollinator enters and cannot easily leave the way it came, with the flower’s reproductive equipment positioned at the exits so the visitor has to brush against it on the way out. The shape is the strategy. We took the long route through that strategy in the first chapter; here just hold the pouch in your mind as architecture, not ornament, and the rest of the flower’s parts will make sense as the walls and signage around that one decisive room.

Because the labellum does not float there alone. Look above it and behind it. A lady’s slipper flower has six parts in the old orchid arithmetic, three sepals and three petals, with the genus doing something specific and recognizable with each.

Above the pouch, usually held up like a hood or an awning, is a single broad sepal, the dorsal sepal, the one most flowers would keep at the back of the bud. In the lady’s slipper it stands tall over the opening, and in many of our species it is the showiest flag the plant flies, a banner of color advertising over the pouch’s doorway. Below and behind, where you’d expect to find the two remaining sepals, the lady’s slippers fused them into a single structure that hangs beneath the pouch like a second, narrower hood pointed downward. Botanists call that fused pair the synsepal, and once you know to look for it, that downward-pointing “two sepals acting as one” beneath the slipper becomes another reliable way to know you’re holding a Cypripedium and not something pretending. Then the two remaining true petals, the side ones: in most of our lady’s slippers these stream out to either side, sometimes flat and pointed, sometimes spiraling like ribbon, framing the pouch left and right. Dorsal sepal up top, synsepal below, two petals out to the sides, and the third petal, the labellum, inflated into the pouch in the middle. That is the whole face.

Which leaves the column, hidden in the doorway of the pouch where the real business happens. I told you the orchid column fuses male and female into one organ. The slipper orchids do it with a peculiar twist that sets the whole subfamily apart from every other orchid on the planet. Most orchids carry a single anther and bind their pollen into hard waxy packets called pollinia. The slipper orchids keep two fertile anthers, one on each side of the column, and their pollen stays mealy and granular rather than packed into pellets. It is an old arrangement, a holdover from deeper in orchid history, and it is so consistent that botanists use it to draw the line around the whole slipper group. And between those two anthers, capping the column where a third anther would sit in some ancestor, the lady’s slipper grows a shield: a sterile, often beautifully colored plate called the staminode, literally a stamen that gave up being a stamen.

The staminode is the part I find hardest to walk past. It makes no pollen. It does something arguably cleverer. It sits at the back of the pouch like a sign hung over a door, patterned and sometimes glistening, and it appears to help steer the trapped pollinator toward the exits, toward the anthers, toward the work the flower needs done. Some of our species carry a staminode dabbed with spots, some a clean bright yellow, some a strange pearled texture that catches the light, and the differences are sharp enough that the staminode alone can tell two look-alike lady’s slippers apart. A stamen that quit reproducing to become a piece of signage. The slipper is full of these reassignments: a petal that became a room, a stamen that became a shield, a goddess’s name for a swollen lip. Almost nothing about it is doing the obvious thing.

A petal for a pouch. A dorsal sepal for an awning. Two sepals fused into a hood. A column carrying two anthers and a billboard where a third anther used to be. Learn those six parts on one flower and you can read every lady’s slipper in this book, and tell it, in a glance, from the impostors.



The four that aren’t ours

So let’s name the impostors, fairly, and then close the door on them for good.

The slipper orchids are not a single genus. They are a whole subfamily, an old, distinctive branch of the orchid family, set apart by that pouch and those paired anthers. Within it sit five genera, five sibling lineages that all make a slipper. Four of them are tropical. One is ours. The four tropical ones are worth knowing by name, precisely so you can recognize them as not the subject of this book the next time one turns up on a windowsill, in a florist’s cooler, or in a glossy orchid-show photograph captioned, maddeningly, “lady slipper.”

You have already met one of them at the register. Paphiopedilum is the slipper orchid of commerce, the genus sold under the trade name “Venus slipper,” native to southern China and across tropical and subtropical Asia. There are something like a hundred species of it in the wild and tens of thousands of registered hybrids on top of that, bred and crossed and re-crossed for the nursery trade. When a tag, an orchid society, or a gift-shop sign says “lady slipper” and there’s a price on it, the overwhelming odds are that you are looking at a Paphiopedilum or one of those countless man-made crosses. They are gorgeous, they are growable, they have launched a thousand obsessions. They are also, every one of them, foreign to North America. None grows wild on this continent.

Long ribboning petals that hang from the flower like streamers, sometimes dramatically so: that is the calling card of Phragmipedium, the slipper orchids of tropical America, ranging from southern Mexico down through tropical South America. They are the showpieces of a certain kind of collector. And here is the line that matters for us: not one Phragmipedium species is native to the United States or Canada. The whole genus stays south of the border. A spectacular slipper orchid, a real one, a wild one, and still not one of ours.

Then there are the two almost no reader will ever meet. Mexipedium is the rarest kind of thing in botany, a genus with a single member, Mexipedium xerophyticum, known from a tiny wild population in Oaxaca, in southern Mexico, one species clinging to one corner of one country. Selenipedium goes the other direction entirely. These are the giants of the family, slipper orchids of tropical Central and South America that abandon the modest stature of every other slipper and grow on canelike stems, the largest of them, Selenipedium chica, reaching something like four to five meters (thirteen to sixteen feet), the tallest slipper orchid in the world. Roughly six to ten species, rarely cultivated, rarely seen, in rainforests you will probably never stand in. Mexican and South American, scientifically fascinating, and not ours.

Four tropical genera. Four kinds of slipper that are not the subject of these pages. I am not waving them off because they don’t matter. They matter enormously, and a couple of them are in worse conservation trouble than some of ours. I am waving them off because confusion about the name has done real harm to the plants this book is about. The Paphiopedilum at the garden center makes a fine houseplant, and people learn that the easy way, on a windowsill. The trouble is that they carry that ease over to the wild natives, and they dig. They assume that because one kind of lady’s slipper transplants happily into a pot, the one in the woods will too. It will not. So I want the four tropical names sitting in your memory like a closed door: those are the slippers you can own. Now let’s open the other door, the one this whole book lives behind.



Back to the genus that is ours

Cypripedium. Say it once, because it is the only Latin name you truly need to leave this chapter with. Every native lady’s slipper in North America north of Mexico, all twelve of them, belongs to this one genus, and only to this one. Cypripedium is the temperate slipper, the cold-country slipper, the one that left the tropics behind. While its four tropical siblings stayed in the heat, this lineage spread across the colder top of the world: through the woods and wetlands of North America, across Europe, deep into Asia, a band of slipper orchids ringing the temperate Northern Hemisphere. Botanists have a word for that sweep of distribution, Holarctic, the great northern ring of the globe, and most of Cypripedium’s roughly fifty species ride it, with a single arm of the genus reaching south through the mountains of Mexico and Central America as far as Honduras. Our twelve are the North American chapter of that much larger, much older story.


[image: The genus Cypripedium rings the cold top of the world, across North America, Europe, and Asia, with a single arm reaching south to Honduras. Botanists call that pattern Holarctic.]
The genus Cypripedium rings the cold top of the world, across North America, Europe, and Asia, with a single arm reaching south to Honduras. Botanists call that pattern Holarctic.

And they are old. This is the fact I most want you to carry out of an orientation chapter, because it




[image: One bloom from each of the five slipper-orchid genera. Only Cypripedium, at far left, grows wild in North America; the other four are tropical.]
One bloom from each of the five slipper-orchid genera. Only Cypripedium, at far left, grows wild in North America; the other four are tropical.



[image: The plant at the garden center: a potted Paphiopedilum hybrid, the tropical impostor sold as a houseplant. It is not one of our wild natives.]
The plant at the garden center: a potted Paphiopedilum hybrid, the tropical impostor sold as a houseplant. It is not one of our wild natives.
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