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Himalaya Sapria (Sapria himalavana)

—a rare flower found in tropical rain forests
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FOREWORD

Most part of the torrid zone between the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn on
the earth is water, and great part of the tropical land areas, except some islands and the Ama-
zon Plains, is covered by desert. Few green plants can be seen there. But some parts of Asia
and inside China south of the Tropic of Cancer present another sight—criss-crossing rivers
and green mountains.

The torrid zone in China is located basically south of the Tropic of Cancer—from south of
Jingpu in Taiwan at 123°E in the east to a spot near Yadong (Chomo) and Nyalam at 85° E in
the west, and from Zengmu'ansha Islands at 4°N in the south to an area between 21°and 24°N
in the north. Influenced by atmospheric circulation, topography, landforms and many other
factors the tropical line may rise to 28°-29°N in southeastern Tibet.

The landforms in the torrid zone in China are complex, with alluvial plains, hilly land,
mountain areas, highlands, limestone peaks and coral islands. The terrain rises from east to
west. The islands in the South China Sea are below the altitude of 100 meters; tablelands
bellow 150 meters are found in large stretches in eastern Guangdong Province; Guangxi
Zhuang Autonomous Region has many clusters of limestone peaks of 500 to 600 meters; the
highest place in the tropical zone in southeastern Yunnan Province is at the altitude of 400
meters; the highest place in southwestern Yunnan Province is 700 meters above sea level
while the altitude in western Yunnan Province rises to as high as 800 meters. Influenced by
the Fotu effect the tropical climate may reach 1,700 imeters above sea level in the northern
section of the hot Jinsha and Lancang river valleys. Generally speaking tropical vegetation in
China spreads over the southern part of the provinces of Hainan, Taiwan, Guangdong and
Yunnan, and the autonomous regions of Guangxi Zhuang and Tibet. The tropical rain forests
in China form a strip tilting from southeast to northwest.

Most part of the tropical zone in China is near the sea. Under the influence of southwest-
erly monsoon of the Indian Ocean and the southeasterly monsoon of the Pacific Ocean the
tropical zone in China has a wet climate with plenty of rainfall. Its annual mean temperature
is between 20°and 22°C; the accumulated annual temperature is between 7,500 and 9,000° C;
and its annual precipitation is more than 1,500 millimeters and that in some places may be as
much as 5,000 millimeters due to local terrain features. Plants grow very well in diverse
types of soil in these places. Less vegetation is found in the islands in the South China Sea
due to too high tides and too often typhoons. Other places such as the area from southern to
southeastern Yunnan Province, Hainan Island and southern Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous
Region, boast a great variety of plants, and the biological output there is very high. These
places are the northern edge of the Southeastern Asian Tropical Rain Forests, one of the
world's three largest tropical rain forest regions in the world, and are divided into four catego-
ries of wet rain forests, seasonal rain forests, mountain rain forests and monsoon rain forests,
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with a general name "tropical northern edge rain forests."

Primeval forests with the best preserved forest ecosystems and forests with the richest
biological resources and largest area in China are located in Xishuangbanna, Yunnan Prov-
ince. With a territory of one 500th of the national total, Xishuangbanna has more than 5,000
species of higher plants, accounting for one sixth of the national total, and for this
Xishuangbanna is called a pearl in the "kingdom of plants.”

Xishuangbanna lies in southern part of the Hengduan Mountains, rising from south to
north. The Ailao and Wuliang mountains in the north prevent cold waves from coming to the
south and many river valleys in southern Xishuangbanna lead southwesterly monsoon into
the area, causing high temperatures, still winds and high humidity. Effective disposition of
water and heat makes Xishuangbanna a cradle of biological evolution and provides excellent
conditions for the growth of tropical flowers and plants.

Like other tropical areas in China, Xishuangbanna belongs to the palaeotropical zone.
This region bears little glacier impact of the Quaternary Period and has thus preserved a
fairly large number of ancient plant species. Of the 20 relic genera of the palaeotropical zone
12 are found in Xishuangbanna and some of them are important elements of the modern
vegetation, such as sago cycas (Cycas spp.) According to statistics of the plant genera according
to geographical distribution, 84.4 percent of the plant species in Xishuangbanna are tropical
plants.

Tropical rain forests are the largest biological gene bank on the earth and the most flour-
ishing, complex and energetic type of forests. Their unique, rich natural resources produce
some biological and ecological features that are entirely different from forests in other climate
zones. Trees there are high and population structure is complex—with as many as five
layers from more than 70 meter-high trees to moss and lichen, taking up all the space in the
forests. They grow healthily and coexist in harmony. Well-developed plate-like roots support
some giant trees which dominate the upper part of the forest; strong and thick air roots and
pillar roots hang down from the mother tree and around it to form a "forest"; various vine
plants, some 50 centimeters thick and 100 meters long, twine around and climb up trees:
parasitic and epiphyte plants form a colorful "air-borne garden;" the sight of flowers blooming
on aging stems is common; fig trees bear strings of fruit like rubies on their trunks; the sweet
and fragrant fruit of the jackfruit can be as heavy as 10 kilograms; numerous "strangling"
plants fight each other for survival; and the wild giant alocasia (Alocasia macrorrhiza), the
wild Japanese banana (Musa acminata) and the begonia (Begonia) with their huge leaves
grow in gullies in the forests. Trees and plants of various kinds form a dazzling and ever-
changing labyrinth.

Tropical rain forests are a huge garden with many species. Flowers have strange forms,
14
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bright colors and peculiar smells. Some flowers ook like butterflies, some like tiger's whis-
kers, some like cat's ear, some like spiders and still some like cat-whiskers. Some leaves
resemble sheep hoofs, some fish tail and still some the back of a turtle. Some leaves drip
water from their tips. The fragrance of the jasminorange (Murraya paniculata) spreads far
and wide in the forest, and the strange smell of the giantarum (Amorphopha virosum) provokes
people's nostril. There are the glorylily (Gloriosa auperba), the Rangooncreeper (Quispulia
indica) in red, white and yellow colors, the Jadeleaf goldflower (Mussa enda spp.) with
bracts like petals, the broadleaved epiphyllum (Epiphyllum oxypetalum) that blooms in early
morning,. the Jighting the night (Nyctocalos runfelsiiflora) that blooms only at night; the
graceful grass (Codariocalyx motorium) that dances when it hears singing, the sensitive plant
{Mimosa pudica) that closes its leaves when touched, and the dancing-girl ginger (Globba
recemosa) that looks like a dancing girl. Many deciduous trees bloom and shed their leaves at
the same time, such as the Bengal kino (Butea monosprma), the Malay bushbeech (Gmeliina
arborea), the purple bauhinia { Bauhinia varlegata) and the firetube tree (Firmiana colorata).
Their crowns are covered with blossoms whose strong fragrance attract butterflies. Flowers
are found in tropical rain forests in all the four seasons. -

Most of tropical plants in China belong to the families of Orchidaceae, Zingiberaceae,
Papilionaceae, Araceae, Gesneriaceae, Balsaminaceae and Begoniaceae. People often call
the orchid "King of Tropical Flowers" for its many varieties, large number and beautiful and
peculiar flower forms. Orchids are divided into three major kinds—ground, epiphyte and
saprophytic. Most of orchids growing in tropical areas are epiphytes on tree trunks or branches.
They absorb moisture, inorganic salts dissolved in water, humus and organic matters through
their fat and thick air roots. The tree where they grow is merely a medium for their reproduc-
tion, growth and flowering. Orchids and other flowering plants make up an attractive mid-air
garden. According to specialists there are 351 kinds in 98 genera in Xishuangbanna.

Various plants coexist in tropical rain forests. The terminalia (Terminalia myriocarpa) of
the Quispulia indica family is a typical higher-layer species in tropical rain forests. Its
yellow, exquisite blossoms open in September and October. Numerous tiny flowers hang
down the floral axis and a number of inflorescence hang from the tree top like strings of
firecrackers. After the flowers wither ripe fruits with a red tip cover the tree crown like red
glistening tassels,

The Easter heraldtrumpet (Beaumontia grandiflora), a kind of vine can climb trees; the
eared strangler fig (Ficus auriculata) and the fruit-gathering fig (Ficus Racemosa) put out
flowers on their trunks in close arrangement; the snake mushroom (Balanophora harlandii)
and the parasitic flower (Sapria himalayana) grow at the roots of trees.

The ground in dense tropical rain forests is wet and dark, suitable for the growth of moss,
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lichen, pterdophyte, large-leaved grass such as the elephantsear (Colocasia gigantia) and
flowering grass such as the tacca (Tacca chanfrieel). In order to compete for sunlight and
space, the plants grow closely and entwine with each other. Among them grass flowers are
prettier. Dancing-girl ginger (Globba recemosa), for example, blooms from June to Septem-
ber. Its apricot-yellow blossoms grow on one side and its degenerated stamen protrudes from
the floral tube like a whip (called floral string) that goes upward and then bends downward. A
strange phenomenon is that at the top of the whip-like floral string grows a bird's bill-like
appendage—wing-like petals and labellums with purple speckles like those on orchid flowers.
The form of the plant looks like a dancing girl playing with ribbons or a peacock looking
backward. The common aspidistra (Aspidistra luodianensi), a kind of lily, has very large
flowers with fleshy petals. Before opening the flower stands erect, but when blooming the
petals turn outward and then downward to embrace the circular spline resembling a crawling
spider.

Tropical plants are not only decorative but aiso have high economic value. According to
incomplete statistics, 728 kinds of 139 families in the Xishuangbanna Natural Reserve are of
medicinal value, accounting for 14.2 percent of medicinal kerbs of the whole country. Many
ginger varieties (there are 143 kinds of 19 genera in China) are important ingredients in
traditional Chinese medicine, such as the common turmeric (Curcuma longa) and (Curcuma
aromatica). In Xishuangbanna there are 1,572 kinds of timber, vegetable, oil, perfume, dye-
ing, starch, resin and fiber plants, accounting for 45 percent of the total higher plants.
Xishuangbanna also boasts 1,500 commodity flowering plants. The rich plant variety is an
inexhaustible source for tropical flowers and a treasurehouse of species. They are of a very
high value for commercial development.

Tropical rain forests, an important part of the earth's biosphere, play a very important role
in safeguarding ecological balance and natural environment, and provide conditions human-
kind relies on for its existence. It is a pity tropical rain forests on the earth are being damaged
and destroyed uninterruptedly. Many rare tropical flowers have disappeared. According to
conservative statistics, in present world about 10,000 hectares of tropical rain forests are
eliminated every day and a plant species becomes extinct in several hours. They are replaced
by second growth or even by deserts. Many tropical areas in China have been disturbed by
human activities and large stretches of rain forests have been replaced by second growth.
Today only small stretches of remnant rain forests can be found in natural reserves or ex-
tremely remote mountain areas.

As early as in the 1950s, destruction of natural resources had aroused the attention of the
Chinese government which formulated the "Draft Plan for the Delimitation of Natural Lum-

bering Forbidden Area (Natural Reserve).” In 1978 the State "Man and Biosphere" Commis-
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