WESTERN AUSTRALIAN WILDFLOWERS,
No. XXI—THE PITCHER PLANT,
(Cephalotus follicularis, Labill.)

(By C. A. GarDNER, Government Botanist.)

Of the more curious plants which have made the flora of South
Western Australia famous throughout the world, none has attracted
more attention than our Pitcher Plant. This is a rare species confined
to the South-West of Western Australia, and althoun'h it resembles in
some respects the pitcher plants of the Old World tropies, it is in no
way related to them, but is the sole representative of a widely removed
and distinet family—Cephalotaceae.

This curious plant was fivst collected by Labillardidre, the French
botanist attached to the expedition of D’Entrecasteaux who visited our
shores with the ships “La Recherche” and “L’Espelanee” in the year
1792. This expedition only touched the mainland in the vicinity of
Esperanee Bay, so that the first specimen collected must have heen
growing in that region.

The range of the species extends from the Shannon River in the
west to near Esperance, but it is most frequently met with between
King George Sound and Nornalup, especially between the former
locahty and the Hay River, and as far inland as Redmond. Tt grows
in wet country, but always in soils which are drained. The best de-
velopment . is attained in peaty soils on the banks of small creeks or
runnels, or on the sloping banks of swamps above the winter water
level, but below moist places, so. that the soil constantly receives mov-
ing water. It thrives best in shady spots among rushes or small
shrubs, and it is usually associated with the club moss or the red-
flowered Cosmelia rubra. Z
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The plant is a perennial herb with a strong rooting system. From
the stock a rosette of leaves arises, and from the centre of this rosette
the solitary flowering stalk (seape) develops. The leaves are thus borne
close to the soil and they rest upon it. They ave of two types: in the centre
are the normal leaves—soft bright green fleshy organs of oblanceolate
shape, ranging in length from 1 to 2 inches. Outside these are the
modified leaves which are known as “pitchers.” These are piteher-shaped
but are not symmetrical. They have been aptly deseribed as resemb-
ling the front portion of a loose slipper. The broad toes rest on the.
soil, and they are much narrowed towards the top whiehe is provided
with a lid. On the rim of the pitcher are close hooked processes resem-
bling claws.  These “glaws” arise from the outside of the lip, but recurve
over the margin and project downwards into the piteher itself. BEx-
ternally the piteher has three wings. The front wing extends from the
rim to the base, and is Y-shaped, that is, it divides into two wings which
yun the full length of the piteher, but these are joined together above
their junetion with the piteher. The lateral or side wings are simple
and commence at the top of the piteher, but fall away to the back
and disappear before they reach the base. The lid is provided with
transparent or translucent windows which admit light into this pit-

In colour the pitehers vary from a deep purple, through red to
a bright green, and in fading assume bright colours in which orange,
brown, and crimson are predominant.

When the pitchers are first formed, they are reversed, and the
tightly closed lid is held down by the tips of the wings. With the
increased weight resulting from development, the piteher stalk curves
over, and the piteher ‘assumes at maturity its upright position. The
lid opens to the extent of about one quarter of an inch, and remains
rigid in that position. When the piteher is young, the wings and lid
are fringed with long white spreading hairs, but these disappear for
the most part as the piteher develops. The stalk of the piteher is at-
tached at the back, just below the hinge of the lid.

The largest pitehers are formed during the summer, especially in
shady spots.  In open places they are small and usually more deeply
coloured than the larger specimens which are predominantly green.
The flower-stalks arise from the clumps of leaves towards the end of
January, and the. inconspicuous flowers borne in panicles are unfolded
during February and March. Each flower has six ealyx-lobes which
ave rather thick and white inside. They resemble petals, but rarely ex-
pand, and the flowers have thus a “half-opened” appearance. In the ae-
companying plate the figures F' and G have been artificially opened to
show the stamens. There are no petals. The twelve stamens are arranged
in two series, the outer whorl of six being the largest and arranged
alternately with the calyx-lobes. The inner whorl of six smaller stamens
alternates with the outer. The filaments are thick, and the small anther
cells which open longitudinally are placed facing inwards below the
large purple fleshy connective. The ovary consists of six f1:ee carpels
(fruitlets) placed in the centre of the flower. Each carpel 18 attached
by its inner base to a fleshy boss, and the scar of attachment can be
clearly seen in fig. M. Each contdins one seed, or sometimes there
are two seeds, and these are shed through a slit near the top of the
the inner side. This is also shown in fig. M. The styles
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resembles a small hook at the apex. The carpels are covered with long
silky hairs which serve to free the ripe carpels from the flowers. The
seed is very small and yellow in colour.

The most interesting feature of the Pitcher Plant is the pitcher
itself. The piteher lies on the soil with its top tilted backwards so that
the lid projeets slightly upwards, and the broad front wing affords
an excellent ascent for any small passing animal or insect. Once at
the top of this wing, the ereature sees an inviting interior which prom-
jses a cool retreat and offers a hiding place. It is simple matter to
climb over the coil of elaws on the rim and slip into the interior, down
into the base of the pitecher well. Tt is, however, a different matter to
escape, for it will be seen by an examination of fig. E that the internal
lip or flange forms a funnel past which no small insect can climb; and
even were this possible, the claws present a formidable barrier. In
addition the wall of the pitcher is smooth and polished, and the lid
with its opalescent windows would cause a flying insect to fly upwards
only to meet the elaws if it attempted to elimb out. One can imagine
a small insect such a small beetle or ant trying the almost impossible

task of climbing out. Were the creature endowed with imagination

surely one glance upwards towards the “stained glass” of the dome
of the lid, revealing in the obseure light the.projecting funnel and the
terrifying obstac¢le of the claws above it, would resign the creature to
the death-dealing liquid of the well amongst other vietims in various
stages of decomposition.

The pitcher exudes juices from glands below the “funnel,” and
these arve capable of digesting the greater portion of its victims,
absorbing the “meat extract” through small pores which lie in two
bands near the base of the pitcher. The eapture of inseets is not
necessary for the development of the plants; since they can be grown
in places to which insects do not have access, but it: would appear that
the eapture and digestion of insects provides a method of obtaining
nitrogen—a necessary element which is procured with diffieulty from
peaty soils.

* T am indebted for the specimens from which the drawing was
made, to Miss Haywood, the Head Teacher, and the children of the
Redmond State School, and wish to thank them for the excellent
material provided. ‘




