
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The Scent of Scandal by Craig Pittman 

 
Pittman’s exposé on the dark dealings that have enveloped 

the scientific discovery and illegal trade of orchids in recent 

years is most shocking. When you take into account the 

ramifications of such dealings on the environment, relations 

between countries, the scientific community, and federal 

regulations, you find this seemingly innocent flower to be a 

harbinger of ill-favored things to come.  

 

Pittman details each interaction with the stolen Peruvian 

orchid, including a large list of colorful characters and a court 

case the likes of which most judges never get to adjudicate 

upon. And while the story draws you in, hardly seeming like it 

could be anything other than great crime ficition, what we’re 

really reading is an account of how entire ecological plant 

systems were destroyed and subsequently monetized.  

  

Most importantly, the scandal Pittman describes involves Marie Selby Gardens in no small 

measure, resulting in the closure and renaming of their prized Orchid Identification Center (now 

the Orchid Research Center). Selby still manages a good reputation in Sarasota, having handled 

their public relations well in the wake of the orchid scandal. And while credit is given to all of their 

scientists and collectors on their ORC webpage (all except Wesley Higgins), they have 

prominently noted at the top of the page that the ORC is “not currently accepting specimens for 

identification” (www.selby.org/research/orc).  

 

Photograph of Phragmipedium kovachii courtesy of www.wikipedia.org. 
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Discussion 

Questions for Craig 
 

1. How long did this research take you to compile? What’s the writing process like for you, 

with all of these facts and figures? 

2. When writing something like this that exposes a great deal and records as many of the 
facts that are available, how many people end up hating you? 
 

3. Who was the most cooperative during this process? 
 

4. I had no idea orchids inspired such greed, hostility, illegality, and insatiable desire. What 
was your response to these emotions as you researched your subjects?  
 

5. Did you have a favorite in your ‘cast of characters’? Why? 
 

6. How do you come up with your subject’s appearances? I always found the descriptions 
colorful and engaging. 
 

7. What’s your next project? 
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