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From the rainforests of Borneo, Madagascar and Central America to the roadsides of northern Europe, this film captures the extraordinary beauty of orchids, mysterious and romantic blooms. In nature, such beauty always serves a purpose. For orchids, it’s a way of making sure pollination happens. Orchids need the help of insects to move their pollen from plant to plant and many use nectar as a reward – as do many familiar plants. But there’s a dark side to orchids – a world of trickery and deception.
This program shows how orchids deceive insects into helping them, using underhanded tricks, including the promise of sex. Bee orchids have flowers that look like female bees and exactly mimic the scent produced by female bees. Male bees are completely fooled and try to mate with the flower. In their misguided frenzy, they pick up the orchid’s pollen.
The orchid family is the largest of all plant families. Some 25,000 different kinds grow throughout the world, on every continent except Antarctica. Many grow in remote rainforests, yet there are equally impressive displays along the roadsides of Europe. But a few places are hotspots for orchids and a paradise for botanists. One such is Mount Kinabalu in Borneo, where nearly 900 species grow. Some kinds here have only ever been found once in the distant past.
Orchid flowers exhibit an extraordinary diversity. They have a peculiarity in their genetic code that allows them to shape their different flower parts independently, creating floral designs beyond imagination. Yet all of this diversity is aimed at one thing – ensuring that pollination occurs – a fact that struck Charles Darwin so forcefully he devoted a great deal of time to the detailed study of orchids. 
Darwin’s most famous book, On the Origin of Species, shook the scientific world and far beyond. Yet it was his next book, devoted entirely to orchids, that filled in gaps and firmed up his revolutionary ideas. Darwin discovered many intriguing ways in which orchids have enlisted the help of insects.
Orchids produce thousands of seeds, which are so small they are like dust and too small to contain food reserves. They can only germinate with the help of specific fungi in the soil. In the past, this made orchids hard to grow from seed, a problem now solved by high-tech botanical gardens. This means that some of the rarest can be grown and re-introduced to old haunts. These projects are carried out in such secrecy that it’s like something from a spy movie. 
The film visits one of the rarest orchids in one of its secret sites, deep in the swamp forests of the Everglades. This is the haunt of the ghost orchid, a mysterious and sought-after plant made even more famous by a popular novel (The Orchid Thief) and a Hollywood movie (Adaptation), illustrating an enduring fascination with these amazing plants.
©2013 Terra Mater Factual Studios
