
By Suzanne Curry

ln ancient times,

Greek philosopher Aristotle

claimed that humans

are the best mimics

in all the animal world.

But other animals

can be powerful mimics,

and plants have

powers of imitation too...

Suzanne Curry shows us

how subtle and sometimes

deadly they can be.
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orchids, provide extraordinary examples
of Batesian mimicry. The flowers are
highly modified to look and smell
remarkably l ike fl ightless female flower
wasps. The deceived male wasp alights
on the flower in an attempt to fly away
with the 'female'. The probing action
catapults the male u,asp into the pollen
bearing column ofthe orchid. Ifthe wasp
carries pollen from another similar orchid,
successful cross-poll ination can occur.

Hakea trifurcata is a remarkable
species in that it produces three different
leaf types: needle-like, three pronged,
and flat and broad. These flattened leaves,
which are produced only on mature plants,
look remarkably like the fruit. Dr Byron
Lamont ofCurtin University ha$ suggested
that the production of the flattened leaves
serves as a protection for the fruit from
grain-eating insects such as moths. Female
moths damage Halrea plants by laying
their larvae in the fruit. These moths,
which lay at night, become confused
beh\reen the fruit and the flattened leaves.
By having leaves which mimic the fruit,

the plant is able to protect a greater
number ofits fruit from being damaged.
I t  i s  in te res t ing  lha i  ihesc  f ru i t  remain
green (l ike the leaves) for an unusually
long time. This possible case ofBatesian
mimicry is rather interesting, as the
mimicry is occurring beiween vegetative
anJ rvproduclive organs o[a single species.

MUELLERIAN MIMICRY
Bates also noticed that occasionally

two ineJible unrelaied butterfly species
were amazingly similar in appearance.
This resemblance oftwo species in order
to gain protection is based on the idea
that the greater the number ofindividuals
that look the same, the lower the losses
for each species. This was explained rn
1878 by Cerman zoologist Fritz Mueller
and has become known as Muellerian
mimicry. Generally, Muellerian mimicry
occurs when a number of species of
similar characters and behaviour and of
comparable abundance have evolved to
their mutual advantage. The species are
both 'mimic' and 'model'.

A few species of triggerplants
(Stglidium spp.) and the related genus
Leuenhookia provide a possible example
of Muellerian mimicry. A common floral
shape is used to orientate the insect
poll inators to the plant's particular
advantage. Dense carpets of ephemeral
triggerclants can be found grou,ing In
seasonally wet patches. ln some carpets,
several species, such as Stglidium ecome,
S. rosea-olatum and Leuenhookia
leptantha, grow together. These three
species have irregular f loral parts with
two of the four lobes distinctly longer
than the others. This asymmetry may
serve to orient insect poll inators which
visit the flowers for nectar. In these plants,
the maie and female floral parh are united
into a column which carries the pollen
bearing anthers and stigma at its t ip. In
Stglidium, this column is the 'trigger'

and is bent down between and below the
petals. When the trigger is activated by
probing insects, itsuddenlyjerks up and
over to 'stamp' the insect with pollen. It
is interesting that the orientation of the
triggervaries for each species. Thus the
ins€cts passing through the plants wil l
be stamped on different parts of therr
body by the different species. Perhaps
th is  i s  an  adapta t ion  lo  min imise
interspecific cross-poll ination. Because
these species mimic each other, they
benefit by sharing common poll inators.

PECKHAM]AN OR
AGGRESSIVE MIMICRY

Some predators stalk their prey by
mimicking an otherwise harmless species,
much like a wolf in sheep's clothing.
This concept of aggressive mimicry was
introduced by E.C. Peckham and has
become known as Peckhamian or
aggressive mimicry. It differs from the
previous categories in that the mimic rs
the predator.

The Albany pitcher plant, Cepholotus
follicularis the only pitcher plant known
in Western Australia seems to provide
a good example of aggressive mimicry. It
has two kinds ofleaves. The conventional
leaf is oval shaped, green, f leshy and on
a stalk. Th€ pitcher leaf is often brightly
coloured with hues of red and purple,
forms a jug-like structure and rests on
the ground. These'trap leaves'serve as
dummy flowers, bearing flower-l ike
markings and a Iid-l ike flap which has
the appearance of a flower. lnside the
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Mulga and lire - at best an uneasg
relationship - sometimes s|mbiotic,
sometimes disastrous. Find out uhen
and where on poge 20.

The Kimberleg's rugged grandeur is
deceptiuelg fragile. Addi tional resentes
managed by CALM help protect the
region's delicote. complex and diuerse
ecosgstens. See page 35.
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Cloud-capped Blulf Knoll, majestically
brooding sentinel of the Stirling
Range. Does it hold a secret in its
stonv heart - perhaps the answer to the
missing mommal mgsterv? See story
on page 9.

A westem swamp tortoise
(Pseudemydura umbrina| Could this
be one of the last to be photographed?
Not if CALM', ten-lear recouery plon
succeeds. See page 28 for details.
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An uncommon dragor, Caimaniops
amphiboluriodes inhabits mulg a
shrubs. Mang other dragon lizards
orefeA horsher habltats such as rock-
pttes CnA Sqlt lqEelDeAs. Jee paQe 51.
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flt kkelbeds. See page 51.

Cmtral netted dragon (Ctenophorus
inermis), one of the more than 60
species of dragon lizard that inhabit
the arid and semi-arid parts of
Austrolia. The acute eAesight and
swiftness of dragon lizards are essential
in order to auoid predators and to
capture food. See page 51.
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