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CONSERVING ONTARIO ORCHIDS

WHAT ARE ORCHIDS ?

Orchids are very special plants with very special flowers. The flowers
come in a rainbow of colours and in many interesting shapes and
patterns. One of an orchid’s petals always has an unusual shape. It

is called the [ip. Usually it is very showy. People often notice the lip

of an orchid before anything else. Orchids are the only plants that

have these very special petals. Can you spot the lip in the drawing

below?

HOW MANY ORCHIDS ARE THERE?

The answer may surprise you. Orchids for the biggest group of
flowering plants. There are at least 25,000 different kinds of orchids!
Some people who study these plants think there may even be many
thousands more. Only about 61 of these very special plants grow in
Ontario and 75 in all of Canada. Fortunately, many of our Canadian
orchids have truly gorgeous flowers. — show pictures of interesting

varieties for kids...



WHERE DO ORCHIDS GROW?

Orchids are amazing! Different orchids live from the Equator north to
the Arctic Circle and south to the southern tip of South America, and
from sea level to 5000 m. high on mountains. Some of these orchids
live in trees. Others live on rocks or in the ground. Canadian orchids
often live in places like bogs, swamps, forests, and meadows. The
soil in these places is almost always wet. This makes the soil acid,
or sour. Most plants can not get the nutrients they need from acid

soils, and so they can not live on them. Canadian orchids can and

do. How does this make them even more special?

THE LIFE OF A CANADIAN ORCHID - THE SHOWY LADY’S
SLIPPER (Cypripedium reginae)

Only the roots of the magnificent Showy

Lady’s Slipper orchid survive winter, under a

blanket of snow. As spring arrives, warm
sunshine and longer days help the orchid plant to make leaves.
These leaves are green because they contain chlorophyll.
Chlorophyll is a chemical that lets green plants make their own food.
They do this with water, minerals, and energy from sunlight. This

process is called photosynthesis.



When the Showy Lady’s Slipper orchid is about 5 years old, it
produces a big, beautiful flower in late June with a pink, slipper-

shaped lip. Its colour and fragrance invite bees to come inside looking
for food. Most flowers make nectar, a honey-like substance, for
visiting bees. Instead this orchid makes yummy hair-like growths that
bees can eat. When the bee leaves the flower, it brushes past a
sticky sac filled with yellow _po[[en. The sac sticks to the bee’s back.
When the bee visits another Showy Lady’s Slipper flower, the sticky
sac comes off the bee and attaches itself to part of the flower called

its stigma. This process, called pollenation, is how flowering

plants start making seeds.

Orchids make very tiny seeds in a seed capsule. The capsule

grows behind the flower as it fades. One capsule can contain may
thousands of seeds. The seeds will ripen by the end of the summer.
As they do, the capsule splits open and the seeds are blown away by

the wind. Only a few usually fall to the ground where orchids like to

grow. These may germinate, or begin growing when spring arrives

the following year.
As the new Showy lady’s Slipper plants grow, they spread their
roots into the surrounding ground. These roots can also make new

growths that develop into new orchid plants.



OTHER CANADIAN ORCHIDS
Like the Showy Lady’s Slipper, most other Canadian orchids

survive the winter with just their roots alive under the snow.
Here are four other magnificent orchids that can be found in
Ontario. What can you find out about some of the other orchids

that grow in Ontario? Where will you look for information?

Grass Pink (Calopogon tuberosus)

- it grows in sunny wetlands like bogs, fens, and marshes.
- it flowers in June and July on a very long flower
stalk.

- the hot-pink flowers open one after the other.
They have a sweet scent and measure about 3.7 cm
across. This is about the diameter of a toonie, our $2
coin.

- the Grass Pink has only one grass-like leaf that

grows about 30-50 cm tall. The plant is very hard to notice without its

flowers.



Moccasin Flower or Pink Lady’s Slipper (Cypripedium acaule)

- it usually grows in dry forests and between rocky
outcrops.

- it flowers between May and July on a boot-high
flower stalk.

- the plants usually produce just one big flower with
a rosy-pink lip. The lip is about 6cm long. The flowers

are fragrant.

- The Mocassin flower has two glossy dark-green
leaves that grow up to 20 cm high. The leaves have pleats (sharp
folds) along their lengths.

- sometimes you can find hundreds of Mocassin flowers growing

in the same area.

Yellow Lady’s Slipper (Cypripedium parviflorum)

- this orchid usually grows in wet forests, swamps,
and sunny wetlands.

- it flowers from May to August. lIts flower stalk can
grow to above your waist, but is usually shorter.

- it usually has just one but sometimes two very
showy flowers. There are two types. One has very

yellow lips about 5.5 cm long. They have very little

fragrange. The other type has smaller, reddish-yellow
lips about 2-3 cm long. lts flowers have a very sweet fragrance.
- this orchid has three to five pleated leaves that grow up to 20

cm high.



Hooded Ladies’ Tresses (Spiranthes lacera)

- this orchid is found in dry pine and oak forests and
in sunny meadows.

- it blooms in late August or in September on a boot-
high stalk.

- it bears many small, white flowers that spiral around

the stalk. The flowers are only about as long as the tip of

your little finger, but are fragrant.

- There are several long leaves at the base of the plant.
Because thay look like grass, this orchid is hard to find when not
in flower.

- several other kinds of Ladies’ Tresses also grow in Ontario.

ORCHIDS NEED OUR HELP

As you have seen, orchids are amazing plants with lovely
flowers. What thinking person would want to see these plants
disappear from our wild areas? Would you? Sadly, these plants

are in danger. Why is this so, and what can we do to help?



Some people have called orchids the Pandas of the plant world.
This is because orchids need special places to live, just as giant
pandas need to live in bamboo forests. Ruin these special places, or
habitats, and the orchids and giant pandas will die.

We ruin habitats for Ontario orchids when we drain or flood
wetlands, plough natural meadows, and cut down old forests. The
stunning Yellow Fringed Orchid ( Platanthera ciliaris) once lived here.
The places where it lived were destroyed. Now, no one can find it.
The very pretty Small White Lady’s Slipper (Cypripedium candidum)
and four other orchids are in danger of soon disappearing from our
province. Three others are at risk. It doesn’t have to happen.

A few laws help protect orchids. The Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) stops wild
orchids from being shipped out of the countries in which they grow.
In Ontario, the Endangered Species Act protects three of our
province’s endangered orchids, including the Small White Lady’s
Slipper. Plants that grow in parks are also usually protected.
However, these laws don’t usually protect orchids or their habitats
when they are on private land. Also, to make a law work people
have to know about it and why it exists. They also have to believe

that they will be punished if they break it.



WHAT YOU CAN DO

Here are some ways in which you can help to save our wonderful

orchids.

- Tell everyone you know that all living things have a right to
survive. Make sure that they know that all living things have a right
to survive. Make sure that they know that many beautiful orchids
grow in Ontario, but that they need our help.

- Identify habitats in your area where orchids are growing. Ask
the people who own or manage these places to protect them from
developed or disturbed.

- Ask politicians for your area to give tax breaks to land

owners who protect these habitats. Ask them to also pass more laws
to (1) protect orchids and other endangered plants, and (2) stop the
sales of these plants unless they are grown from seed.

- Make copies of this module. Ask officials at your local parks
and community centres if they can put them where people will pick

them up and read them.



ARE THERE USES FOR ORCHIDS ?

Yes, there are. Home for the greatest number of orchids is in the
tropics- places where it never freezes. Wild orchids in these places
are at risk like those in Ontario. However, the more spectacular
kinds have also been grown in greenhouses for well over a century.
These “captive” plants are no longer wild.

Greenhouse owners grow and breed these captive tropical
orchids to make new plants. They even make new types, called
hybrids, by mating different orchids with each other. People can then
buy their flowers as part of arrangements or corsages. They can
also buy the plants themselves to grow at home and exhibit at
shows. This practice helps keep wild orchids safe fro harm. It also
lets people get better orchid flowers and plants. It is also a very big,
worldwide business. In North America alone people spend about
$100,000,000 each year on orchid flowers or plants.

Some orchids have been used to make medicines. Still others
have given us exotic fragrances that are used in perfumes. Better
known yet is the flavour vanilla. It comes from the seed capsules of
the vanilla orchid, which grows wild in Central America. Would ice-
cream or cake be the same without it ?

Wildlife rely on some orchids as food. Other orchids help to
break down dead plants and turn them into soil that other plants use.

It is likely that we will find many more uses for orchids. What is
important is that we just let them grow and be in their special places.
This way we can study them and their habitats and the other living

things that share their habitat with. Also, this way we can enjoy



knowing that their exceptional beauty will be there for all of us to

marvel at in the future.

APPENDIX
MAJOR ORCHID HABITATS

Orchids are found in every part of the world where vegetation occurs from north
of the Arctic Circle to the southern tip of Patagonia. They make up one the
largest families of flowering plants and are the most evolutionary advanced.
Current estimates put the number of species worldwide between 25,000 and
35,000.

There are two principal types of orchids: epiphytes, which live on trees;
lithophytes, which live on rocks; and terrestrials, which live in the earth. Our
Canadian native orchids are all terrestrial. They grow as perennials and die back
to ground level as winter approaches. A very few, like the Fairy Slipper, retain
over-wintering leaves. Some of our orchids such as the Small Whorled Pogonia
can take more than ten years before they bloom.

All orchids have the following features in common:

- An orchid’s flower structure consists of three sepals and three petals, one
of the latter of which is modified to form a Labellum, or lip. The lip attracts
pollinators and also serves as a landing pad.

- Each orchid is pollinated by a specific kind of pollinator, usually an insect.
- Orchids produce microscopic, wind-blown seeds in enormous quantities.
The seeds lack nutritive reserves.

- Because these reserves are lacking, germinating orchid seeds must
establish a symbiotic (non-parasitic) relationship with a suitable fungus. The
fungus supplies them with the nutritive substancesthat they need to develop.

- The young orchid embryo first grows into a shapeless cellular mass called
a protocorm. Several months later a plantlet with rudimentary roots and leaves
forms from the protocorm. Eventually this plantlet produces enough chlorophyll
to enable it to carry out photosynthesis. After this point it gradually becomes
independent of the fungus.



TYPICAL ONTARIO ORCHID HABITATS

Fens

A fen is a bog usually on top of limestone whose water source is usually a spring
as opposed to other precipitation (rain and snow). Most water is derived from
aerated groundwater rich in minerals at or near the surface, they are generally
non —acidic and are dominated by marsh—like plants such as sedges, brown
mosses willow and birch trees, shrubs and grasses.

Bogs or Muskegs

A bog is a wetland of saturated spongy, decomposing vegetation. They are very
acidic, accumulating peat deposits, rich in plant residue with a conspicuous mat
of living green moss. Low oxygen levels and soil temperatures cause incomplete
decomposition building up the peat content. They receive little or no ground
water but have a high- saturated water table maintained directly by snow and
rain. They are also known as “muskegs”. With these extreme conditions only
specialized plants can survive here. Sedges and lichens tolerate the conditions
as do pitcher plants, cranberry and orchids to name a few.

Swamp

Seasonally flooded wetland area with a high water table resulting in slow-moving
water. Usually consists of more woody plants than a marsh and better drainage
than a bog. It is well aerated and rich in minerals.

Marshes

Usually in a transition zone between water and land, a marsh is a nutrient rich
wetland with grass vegetation. Continuously or periodically inundated to a
shallow depth, usually characterized by cattails, reed, grasses and small shrubs.
A wetland without trees.



THE LIFE CYCLE OF ANOTHER ONTARIO ORCHID

The Fairy Slipper or Hider of the North (Calypso
bulbosa)

Throughout the heat of summer all traces of this lovely plant disappears. In early
fall a single , pleated leaf appears amid the leaf litter of the woodland floor. This
single dark green leaf over winters beneath the snow then withers after spring
blooming. Some call it the "Fairy Slipper", others the "Hider of the North".
Whatever the common name, this exquisite orchid named after Homer's sea
nymph in the "Odyssey" is a treasure. Our earliest orchid, its single bloom stands
just 15 cm tall. Calypso bulbosa prefers cool, damp humus rich areas. Finditin
woods dominated by stands of conifers

Pollination — Do Orchids Outwit Bees?
Lady’s Slipper Orchids (genus Cypripedium)

All orchids have some modification to attract their specific pollinators. Lady's
Slipper flowers are pollinated by medium-sized bees such as Mining bees of the
genus “Andrena”. These ground dwelling bees collect pollen with the aid of a
pollen brush on their hind leg. Each egg is laid on a ball of pollen stored at the
end of long branching tunnels in the soil. The larva feeds on the balls of pollen
and nectar. The bees are attracted to the flower by color and scent, they enter
the inflated lower petal or slipper through a one-way opening. Once inside, the
bee can only exit through one of two holes at the top of the slipper. When this
occurs it leaves behind pollen it collected from a previous orchid visit and picks
up pollen from this flower assuring cross-pollination. Lady’s slipper orchids
usually last for several weeks improving their chances of being pollinated.

The entrance to the flower pouch of the Ram’s-head lady slipper is only 1-2mm
wide and is further constricted by long hair—like outgrowths. Pollinators of the
Ram’s-head lady’s slipper are small bees in the Dialictur (Halictidae) genera.
Although the bees are attracted to the scent of this orchid it does not offer nectar
as a reward.

The Grass Pink, (Calopogon tuberosus) is sometimes called the upside down
orchid because the lip is located at the top of the flower. The lip with its beard of
yellow stamen-like hairs mimicking pollen filled anthers is attractive to small
bees. Hinged at the base, the lip swings down under the weight of the insect
throwing the bee onto the column where it makes contact with the stigma and
deposits any pollen it might have picked up from other orchids. This orchid is
usually found in coniferous or sphagnum bogs and wet marshes. This orchid, like
the previous one, offers no rewards of nectar to the frustrated bee.



BLACK LINE MASTERS

The line drawings on the following pages illustrate the overall plant form of the
Ontario orchids covered in the student section of this module better than the
photos alone can. They are primarily intended to be used as transparency
masters for classroom instruction, but can be duplicated as an aid in field
identification.

MORE INFORMATION

Orchids are endlessly interesting and fascinating. Begin your search as to how
we can help keep these precious plant around for future generations by visiting
the following non-commercial websites. Follow the links where provided.

WWW.S00S.ca
www.osrbg.ca/orchid native.html
www.Qjibway.ca
www.nativeorchid.com
www.ontariowildflower.com
www.northernontarioflora.ca/index

CREDITS

This module was created through the diligent efforts and generous contribution of
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