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The World of Plants

Plants arc everywhere. You can find them growing all over the world.
This is a good thing for us, because if we didn’t have plants, we would not
survive. There would be no life on earth as we know it. Why are plants so
important! There are many reasons, but one of their most important jobs is
to give food. Plants provide food for animals and people.

But not all plants provide food. Some of them are dangerous to eat. These
plants have developed special ways to stop animals or people eating them.
One of these ways is to make poison (something that makes you ill or kills
you if you eat it} which often tastes horrible and keeps the animals away.
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You won't see any flies on this plant — it __ b R
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catches insects on pages 4-5. S V
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iy, Why is this tree called the candelabra tree? Find
out on page 40.
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Another way to keep animals away is to grow spikes. The spikes are
like sharp needles, and hurt any animal that comes near. Some plants have
stings (like a wasp). When you touch them, your skin tumns red and itches
or gets hot. Animals soon learn not to go near these kinds of plants. But
some plants are even better at stopping animals. Usually the animals eat
the plants, but these plants catch the animals and eat THEM!

You can find these strange (and sometimes dangerous) plants in every
country in the world — plants that can sting, scratch, and bite animals and
people. Do you know of any strange or dangerous plants in your country?
The map below shows where some of them grow around the world — and
where you can read more about them in this book.
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What happens if you fall asleep
under the deadly upas tree? Find
-out on page 32.
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Do you think only wasps can sting?
Then read about the stinger tree
on page 26.
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7 = Learn about the secrets of the beautiful — and
deadly — prayer bean on page 30.
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Greedy Green Eaters

At the side of the water, a beautiful, blue damselfly is moving around.
It flies over the flowers and grasses, and then sees an interesting plant with
strange leaves. The damselfly hovers (flies without moving) above the plant
and looks more closely, then it lands on the leaves. It is a big mistake.
SNAP! The leaves close together and catch the damselfly. The sides of the
leaves are like a comb, and they lock together very tightly. The fly is trapped
and can’t move. Soon it will be dead.

The name of the plant is the Venus flytrap, and it is one example of a
carnivorous plant ~ in other words a plant that eats meat. These meat-
eating plants are quite unusual, and are a very interesting group to study.
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There are about 250,000 different kinds of plants in the world, but only
a small number of rhese (about 400) are carnivorous, like the Venus flytrap
in the picture here. But why did plants start eating meat? Many animals are
carnivorous ... surely plants only eat meat in horror movies!

Carnivorous plants grow in wet areas, where the ground is very soft ~
these areas are called bogs, marshes, or swamps. The ground in these places
is not very good for plants to grow. There aren’t enough minerals in the
ground to provide food for the plants. So the plants get extra minerals from
insects — and they have learnt how to catch them and eat them to survive.
They have learnt how to be hunters.

[t is possible for these carnivorous plants to live without eating insects,
but the extra minerals help them to grow better and stronger.
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The Venus flytrap grows on the marshes in
North and South Carolina in the USA.
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When you read about a plant like this eating an insect, it all looks very
simple. But it is not very easy for a plant to catch an insect. The Venus
flytrap can't move around, and it has no eyes to see the flies above or beside
it. It can’t hear the noise of insects coming near. So how does it carch
something in its leaves — especially something that can move fast, like a
fly?

The plant doesn’t have to move, it just waits for the meal to come to it.
Like all traps, the Venus flytrap uses a special bait. This means it has some-
thing that will arrract or invite the insects to come near. The Venus flytrap
has a very sweet, sugary liquid on its leaves. The insects can smell this, and
they think it is delicious - this is the bait. The sweet liquid smells like a
tasty meal, so the insects fly nearer and land on the leaves. Of course, they
are right — it is a tasty meal, but the delicious meal is them!
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When the insect touches the
trigger hairs, the leaf closes.
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The plant has to work very fast to catch the insect, so when the insect
lands on the leaves, the trap starts to work immediately. There are three
very small hairs on each leaf, and these are like tiny triggers. As soon as the
insect touches these hairs, the trap closes, like the teeth in a mouth. And
this happens very quickly. In less than a second, the sides of the leaves
close, and the insect can't get out. This is enough to trap a large insect like
the damselfly. Now the Venus flytrap has caught its dinner — but it takes a
long time to eat it.

The leaves slowly move closer and closer together, and after about half
an hour, they are shut tight. Now the leaves are like a cup, and it fills with
a special liquid. In fact it is more like a stomach, and over the next week or
two the body of the insect dissolves (becomes liquid) inside this “stomach”.
Now the plant has a cup of “insect soup”! The Venus flytrap can drink this
liquid soup through its leaves, and in this way it takes in extra vitamins to
help it grow.
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The sides of the leaves
lock wgether so the insect
can’t get out
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The Venus flytrap is the only plant with a killer mouth like this, but
other plants have different ways to catch their prey (the food they kill). For
example, the bladderwort has a very clever way of catching lunch — it sucks
up its food like a vacuum cleaner sucks up dust.

These plants are found in many different countries, and can grow wher-
ever it is wet. A bladderwort eats very small water insects and fish. It can
eat some baby fish (called fry} in one bite. Bladderworts can grow in very
wet ground, but they are not like most orher plants we see. Usually, they
float around on the top of the water in ponds or lakes. You can find them in
water everywhere — even in the small pools of rainwater among the leaves
of other plants. The bladderwort is one of the most successful carnivorous
plants. Most carnivorous plants can take in food from the ground through
their roots, so the insects they ear give them extra food. But the bladder-
wort can catch all the food it needs in the water, from the insects and other
small creatures living there. This means that the bladderwort doesn’t need
to have any roots in the ground to find food — and so, unlike most plants, it
can move of float around in the water. This is a plant that chases its food.
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This insect (a mosquito larva) is too big for the bladderwort to suck up and eat — it will probably

get avay.
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Unlike the Venus flytrap, it isn’t easy to see the bladderwort catch its
prey — it is very small and you need to use a microscope. The plant has
many long, thin, green roots. All along these roots there are small, round
traps that look like tiny bubbles. Usually, these bubbles have no strong
colour — you can see through them. After the bladderwort catches its prey,

the bubbles change colour to black.

How does the trap work? Each bubble has a little door that can shut
tight. To make the trap ready, the plant sucks the water out of the bubble,
and the walls of the bubble close in (like a balloon with no air). There are
very small trigger hairs on the trap, like the hairs on a Venus flytrap. When

an insect (like the water flea in the pictures
here) touches the hairs, the trap door sud-
denly opens. This makes the walls of the
bubble explode. Because there is no air
inside the bubble, water is sucked in quickly,
taking the flea with it. This makes the plant
like a vacuum cleaner - it sucks the flea or
other insect inside it. This is a very efficient
way of eating food.
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A watey fL’d gets too close to a
bladderwort
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The bladderwort eats its meal
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The roots of a bladderwort, showing the small traps like bubbles.
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SNAP! The door closes again and the insect is trapped inside. This
happens very quickly, in about one-fiftieth of a second, and much faster
than the eye can see.

Then the plant starts to suck the air out of the bubble again. It fills the
bubble with a special liquid, and (like the Venus flytrap) this liquid kills

and dissolves the body of the insect. Now the plant is ready to eat, and it
can drink the “insect soup” slowly. Aftcr about two hours, the bladderwort
is ready to set its trap again — just one of the many small traps along its
roots, all working at the same time.
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Plants that eat people!

Carnivorous plants usually eat insects.
People-cating plants, like this one from the
film Little Shop of Horrors, exist only in
stories and films.
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The bladderwort can move around, and its special bubbles have
doors that open and close — this makes it easier to catch its
prey. The Venus flytrap can open and close its leaves
to trap insects. But pitcher plants can’t move around,
and they have no special “doors” or moving parts.

They have a different way of catching their prey. {
These plants drown their prey in pools of liquid. The
liquid is a mixture of water and special juices that
dissolves the bodies of insects.

The plant keeps this killer liquid in special leaves that look like jugs
(called pitchers). There are many different kinds of pitcher plants, with
different shapes and sizes of leaves, and some examples are shown in the
pictures here. Some are long and thin, others are round or fat.

The biggest pitcher plants grow in Borneo, an island in Southeast Asia.
These huge pitchers can hold 2 — 4 litres of liquid, and they sit on the
ground. They are big enough to trap insects and small birds, and they can
even catch small animals like rats!

But the plants are not always killers. The monkey cup pitcher plant, for
example, gets its name because thirsty monkeys come to drink from its
pitchers. The pitchers are strong, and they can be very useful in everyday
life. People in some countries use them to carry water to their homes, and
others use them as cooking pots.

TR ETUAVYAETE R, i [L AR TR/
HEEFRAM ), XERTFBEDEGERS.
HEAN TR BT Ol UL 1 RO B e B i
W SR ASRERE &) . L9847 AT FF 4 WS
I ST LA TR BT B AR A
KA. EOISIEE T ik ik
Fise s thy AR R A8 ) R RS SRR R IR I A
1

XA e R SRR R R g e
AREVERTR I £ (FRERER) . T & S
KO T- 5. ENaE 74 AR ER A
e EHEA TIAEF. AR, A
SRR A U R A1

BRI TRk KA A E A~k B
BBy |- X R KA FRERERS AN 2 B 4
Tk . Kirdh b, € ARERS iR B R
e, REEREREER NS

X R AN SR TF. il 8 TAOR £ st R AR TH0M T-A el
B ook X FORARM R L THEAE TR K. AR EA AT
BBk EREK, EESHTERRNR.

12




