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WESTERN AUSTRALIAN NATIVE ORCHIDS 

"The masters of deceit" 

INTRODUCTION 

With over 800 genern and 30,000 species, orchids are one 

of the worlds largest and most successful groups of plants. 

In fact they constitute about l 0% of all flowering plants and 

many more still await discovery in areas where botanists 

have yet to explore. Although the greatest number of 

species occurs in the tropics, they are well represented 

throughout most regions and it is really only in the coldest 

and most arid places that orchids are not found. Australia 

has relatively few genera and species in comparison to many 

other places, but does contain over 115 genera and 800 

species. TI1e South-west of Western Australia has some 350 

of these, many of which are unnamed. 

WESTERN AUSTRALIAN ORCHIDS 

Western Australian orchids occur in two distinct regions. 

Firstly there are some 12 or so species found in the tropical 

north, particularly in tl1e area on and adjacent to tl1e Mitchell 

Plateau. However, the second, and by far ilie larger group, 

is fund in the lower South-West. Here, species of orchid can 

be seen from near Shark Bay, Souili-east to Balladonia, and 

east in a narrow coastal strip to Eyre on tl1e Great Australian 

Bight. Over iliis large area habitnts rnnge from highrninfall 

Jarrah, Marri and Karri forests, wet winter swamps and 

coastal heath, to much lower rainfall inland Malice 

woodlands, salt-lake margins and granite outcrops. 

In Western Australin's Mediterranean climate of cool, wet 

winters and hot, dry summers orchids largely grow and 

flower during ilie Autumn, Winter and Spring monilis. A 

few species do continue flowering into the Summer, but with 

the exception of ilie Slipper Orchid (Cryptostylis ova ta), all 

die back to dormant tubers which resprout following tl1e 

Autumn rains. TI1e first to nppear each year is the le.1fless 

Spider Orchid (Caladenia aphylla) which begins flowering 

in March, while last is the Mignonette Orchid (Microtis 

media). Altl1ough the flowering of Ill.is species begins in 

November, it continues well into Febnmry. 

Orchids found in Western Australia range in size from the 

dainty Dwarf Spider (Caladenia bryceana), which grows to 
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a mere 6 cm in height and has flowers just 2 cm across, to 

ilie tallest of all Western Australian orchids, ilie Tall Leek 

Orchid (Prasop!tyllwn regium). This species grows well 

over 2 metres in height and has up to a hundred or more 

flowers, but like tl1e Dwarf Spider tl1ese are tiny. Other 

species lmve large flowers up to 30 cm across and tl1e 

variation in floral shape between ilie species is enormous. 

Many are extremely attractive, but some of our orchids such 

as Greenl10ods (Pterostylis) and the Hammer orchids 

(Drakaea) have flowers so bizarre that it is hard to inrngine 

that is what iliey really are. 

Like orchids elsewhere the Western Australian species have 

a number of special fe.1tures which contribute to there 

success. All have numerous tiny seeds that can be dispersed 

widely by ilie wind. TI1ey also have a close tic wiili soil 

fungi iliat infect the gernlinating seed and provide a food 

source on which ilie young plant can grow, and tl1ey have 

an ability to ilirive in lmrsh environments, either as herbs 

with underground tubers in semi-arid regions, or, as witl1 

some of ilie Kimberly speci e-S, perched on rock outcrops and 

trees in rainforests. 

While some species such as Snail Orchid ( Pterostylis nan a) 

are able to multiply vegetatively (asexually) by producing 

two or more tubers each year, most like tl1e Wllite Spider 

Orchid (Caladenia longicauda) and rarely have more than 

a single replacement of tl1e old tl1ber. They must instead rely 

on seed dispersal as a means to increase their numbers and 

this dependence requires Ille flowers to be actively 

pollinated by insects or in rare cases, by apomixis 

(self-polli.nation). 

T he paramount speciality of our orchids is therefore 

illustrated in ilieir diverse flowers which have evolved with 

one aim in mind, and iliat is to manipulate insects in order 

to achleve pollination. 

ORCHID POLLINATION 

Without a doubt orchids are one of tlie most specialised 

groups of plants in tl1e world and in order to achieve 

pollination the orchid flower has undergone a number of 













load of pollen. They finally emerge from the flower by 

passing out through the cavity at the top. 

The Underground Orchid 

The Underground Orchid ( Rltiwnthella gardnerii) is one of 

Western Australia's botanical marvels, as it germinates, 

grows, flowers and fmits entirely underground. Although, 

recent studies hnve shed new understanding about this 

remarkable plant, its pollination remains largely a mystery. 

When flowering, the plant forms a crack in the soil surface 

and a range of insects including minute flies, wasps and 

termites have been seen leaving the tl1lip-like head with 

pollina attached. 

Self-pollination 

Some South-Western orchids have foregone the use of 

insects to transfer pollen and instead achieve self-pollination 

(autogamy) by a process involving the anther collapsing 

onto the stigma. In fact, some orchids such as the Slender 

Sun Orchid ( Thelymitra pauciflora) often do not even bother 

to open. However, most species that self-pollinate are also 

visited by insects and only resort to self-pollination when 

insects are not active. Self-pollination is especially 

common in the Beard Orchids (Calochilus) and some Sun 

Orchids (Thelymitra), but nlso occurs in a smattering of 

species throughout many genera. 

Some orchids have taken this process one step further and 

are able to produce seed without any sexual union taking 

place. 111..is is known as  apoximis and several species of 

Microtis, such as Dark Mignonette Orchid ( M. orbicularis), 

use this method. Plants resulting from apoxinlis are 

genetically identical to the parent and are often quite 

abundant as the usually produce large amounts of seed. 

The y  a r e  thought to  u se th is  method beca use 

cross-pollination is likely to  fail in  the absence of 

appropriate insects or because of severe or unstable 

environmental conditions. Although a short-term 

advantage in that a large number of plants are produced that 

a re well adapted to local conditions the long-term 

disadvantage is that the entire population rrmy be wiped out 

if environmental conditions change, since there are no 

variants which may be able to survive. 

FINAL REMARKS 

Well, there you have it. Orchids may not always deliver 

what they promise, and in fact they rrmy at times be quite 

deceitful, but the devious methods they use to achieve 

pollination makes a fascinating story . A story that we are 

only just beginning to understand. 
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