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Truly one of the marvels of

| nature, carnivorous plants

have only been known to
plant scientists for
200 years.




amivorous planls do not exist solely

by ‘eating’ insects. As with all groen

plants thoy actually survive by photo-
ynthesis, The insects they ‘eal’ supplement
18 nuirients available in the soil. Carnivorouws
lants are genarally opportunistic, thriving in
al, nuitrient poor, acid peal and sphagnum
ags where competition from other planis is
inimal. There are also exceptions o these
rowing conditions: Nepenthes (Monkey Cups
r Tropical Pitcher planis), climb through the
ranchas of Iropical rainforesis; whereas the
irnsophyllum of Marooeo inhabit sandy, sami-
rid hills. Whatever thaeir habilals, carmivarism
ives all of these plants a distine! advantage in
e struggle for sunvival,

Of the many insectivorous and camivorus
lants availablo, DIONAEA Muscipula (the Ve-
us Fly Trag) is probably tha best known. Tha
uter part of each leaf is modified info two lobeas
hat form the trap, the ouler edge of which has
row of “teeth”. On the inside each lobe has
rea louch-sansitive hairs set ina triangle and
 coaling of sweet-smelling red nectar, An in-
ecl lured by the colour and aroma will be
rapped i it touches more than one of the small
lack tgger hairs within a space of twenty sec-
nds, On touching the trigger hairs, a nane-
ke impulse races through the loal and it snaps
shut, The 'nectar’ now becomes
glue, sticking the insect's wings
and feat logather and the mora
it struggles the mora tightly the
leal closas. Enzymas than fill
the closad trap; sol-

tening and lguelylng

the: insect into a ni-
trogen-rich protein

*soup” which is then

absorbed into the leal. About a week later the
leaf re-opens. All that remains of the insect is a
feather-light, hollow oxo-skelaton which is eas-
ily blown away by the breeze.

If one understands and emulates the condi-
tlons in which Venus Fly Traps grow naturally
(permanantly wat beg lands in the mild parts of
the southern coast of the United Stales) thoy
are lalrly easy 1o grow. Keap them in pots in a
greanhouse or on a sunny south-lacing window-
sill and ensure that the potting medium is kept
moist atall times by having the base of the pots
sland in watar, Ensura that the water has a low
mineral cantant and is chlorine (ree. The plants
anter a perlod of dormancy during winter, with
active growth restarting each spring.

The low-growing swamp Pitcher plants
(Sarracania &p.) hava long, slendar, hollow
lzaves (the ‘pilchers’) which grow in small ro-
selles around a central rood. There are many
varieties of pitcher plants and many kinds of
traps. Some plants are tall, others are short, all
have ona thing in commaon: thay trap thelrmeals
by luring Insects inside and preventing thair as-
ocape. However, unlike the Venus Fly Trap tha
Pitchar plantls are passive — insects thal enter
end up slipping into the digastive fluid at the
bedtean of the pitcher and the plants feast with-
out lilting a finger ar closing a leal!

“The Venus Fly Trap is
the closest connection
between the plant
world and the
animal world.

Fitcher plants use surprising methods fo lura,
trap and digest insecls. The innar walls of the
pitchars are lined with sofl, long hairs botwaan
which can be found nectar glands or honey lined
leaf tolds. In some, attractive red veins lead 1o
the rap entrance and others confuse their prey
with clear windows near the leal apening. Oth-
ers snarg their prey with combinations of waxy
lips at the edge, downward pointing neadles and
slippery pools of water. The waler-filled “stom-
ach" has chemicals thal break the surace ten-
sion 50 insects sink and drown, Oneca the pray
is daead the plant prepares to aal by pouring
poweriul digestive anzyimes into the poeol. This
dizsolves the soll parls of the Insect in aboul a
week, after which special cells on the inside of
the leaf absorh the nuirients from the insect
‘soup’. All that remains is a pile of insect skel-
alons al the bollom. Pitcher plants are easy to
grow indoors and require more or less the sama
conditlons as tha Vanus Fly Trap They are also
temperate plants and will enter & pariad of dor-
mancy in the cold winter months,

The beauty and varely of tha 100 or so
Drosera varietios (Sundews) could well avar-
shadow their unique adaptation o carnivorism.
Sundews got their name from the unigque dew-
like droplets that are found sparkling in the sun-
light on tha ends of their tentacles’. Sundews
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ooccur in all parts of the world, but mostly in Aus-
tralia, Amarica and New Zealand. South Africa
also has 18 species, which are indigenous to the
Western Cape. Sundews are generally small
plants growing in llat rosattes up 1o 10 ¢m in size
but there are some giant species forming leaves
over 40 cm long. They are found in wetlands,
alongside streams and in marshes. Their leaf
shapes range from slender threads to broad pad-
dles to elaborate sprays resembling deer antlers.
The lzaves bear tentacles that radiate in all direc-
tions, each bearing a gland that secralas drop-
etz of mucilage, giving the plam its dewy appear-
anca. Insects ara alfractad by the look and smell
of the leaves and become mired In the sticky ‘dew’.
The struggling victim stimulates the tentacles to
bend and touch it, drawing it closer to the leaf. At
the same time glands in the leaf secrete powerful
digastive enzymes and acids in anlicipation of
dinner. When compared with othar camivorous
plants, Sundews extract nutrients from the in-
sact vary quickly, taking from 24 to 48 hours.
When finished, the tentacles release the carcass,
ready for another meal. Sundews can easily be
kapt ina potling mixtura similar 1o that usad for the
Venus Fly Traps, They can be grown outdoors,
evan in full sun, as long as the medium in which
they are growing is Kept moist. Howevar, thay
raquire humidity inarder to form the ‘dewdrops’”.
The genus Mepenthes (Monkey Cup
or Trapical Pitcher plant) is one of the most
fascinating of all carmivarous plants, Cur-
rantly almost 100 specles are acceplad
scientifically, most of them fram Bameo,
Sumatra and the Malaysian reglon. The
climbing vines of Nepenthas produce a
maedified form of leaf called a ‘pitcher
hence the common name ‘Tropical
PFitcher plant’, The siza of the pitcher
varios and some specias ara large
enough to hold up to two litres of wataor! The
name ‘Monkey Cup’ arisas from the fact that mon-
keys have bean seen to drink water from tham in
the rainforasts. Tha pitchers are notl simply wa-
ter resarvoirs for the plant in timas of drought, as
the first European chsarvers assumed. They are
actually highly complex passive insect traps,
which secrele and absorb a mild lo very acidic
digastive fluid that conlains many as yol undator-
mined compounds. Insecls am altracted lo the
traps boecauso of neclar secralions and colora-
tion. The slippory rim and innor walls of tho pitchor
ancourage insoects o lall inta the digestive fluid at
the bottom of the trap. Mutrients arg absorbod
from this ‘soup’. The varialion in pitcher calour
and shape is what mos{ intergsts exolic pland
enthusinsts and tho horticultural trado. The won-
doerful hanging plichers of Nepenthes altract at-
lention wharavar they are found. They
generally like bright light without much
direct sun so thay can be grown in a
greannouse, sun room, ina panly sunny
window or under lights. They need similar
condlitions 1o most Orchids, so if you are al-
ready growing Orchids in a greenhouse, then
Mananihes shauld thrive in thera 1oa,
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Why grow carnivorous plants? Because they
ara dacorative and fascinating and a constant
source of discussion! They can be bought at gar-
den centres and are generally easy to grow if one
meels their basic requiremants. Only plant them
inimporied sphagnum-based peat moss. Ensure
lhal you use water with a low mineral and chla-
fing content (such as rain, dishilled, reverse os-
mosis or bottled water with a low total dissolved
solids content). Mever allow the potling mix (o dry
aoul and never use any fertiliser. Other than that,
Wenus Fly Traps, Sundaws and Pitcher planis
enjoy high levals of sunlight 2o sunny patios and
windowsills are ideal for them. Although Monkey
Cups requine bright ight they should be kapl cooler
and out of direct sunlight. In frost free areas they
can be planted in hanging baskets and placed
under trees where the garden |s shaded and
maisl. The leafy Pilcher plant will thrive in the
bathroom, where the plentiful use of water adds
humidity to the atmosphera, All canivorous plants
are ideal for grawing in a terrarom, with the added
humidy being ideal for them. =
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