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THE YEAR OF THE POD: by Mary from Cairns

“I realise ‘pods’ have to do with peas but ‘The year of the Capsule’ doesn't seem to have
the same impact.

“Last year (2002), many of my orchids produced ‘pods’. This was something that I
had not seen before. It seems that our long drought really got the orchids running scared
and a most successfui reproduction occurred. Science tells us that when plants are
stressed they go into reproductive mode in order to preserve their genes.

“For the first time I had capsules on Dendrobium teretifolium and D. trilamellatum
(D. johannis var semifuscum in Dockrill) even though they flower every year. Strangely
though, I have seedlings of D. teretifolium growing on the roots of the larger plants. One
wonders if they are from vegetative reproduction or seeds that have blown down from the
hills behind. Cymbidium madidum produced its first flowers and formed capsules. This is
another orchid that seems to have arisen from the hills as it appeared in the remnant leaf
bases of Livistona palms. However, I had to remove them when the palims collapsed with
the drought which, incidentally, has now been relieved by a semblance of a wet season.
What a sad site to see Livistona palms bent over a metre above the ground! We had such
a poor wet season last year that the sub-soil did not get wet enough to sustain plants
through the dry.

“Some orchids faithfully produce capsules every year viz. Dendrobium bifalce, D.
discolor, Pomatocalpa macphersonii, and Eria kinglf and they did it profusely during the
dry. I have never seen seedlings of them. D. discolorand D. bigibbum produced seedlings
in 2001, but the dry period that started in the middle of that year destroyed them all. I am
not expecting to find any seedlings now that there is moisture because everything was so
dry.

“Walaxis /atifolia is the only orchid flowering to date. However, I have noticed that
this new year is shaping up to be the 'the year of the keiki’.”

Pauline continues: We too have had an abundance of seed pods this year. It is the first
time we have had them on Dendrobium teretifolium though the plants on the Esplanade in
Cairns are covered with seed pods every year. Every flower on our Geodorum densiflorum
plants was pollinated, and we had abundant pods on Bulbophyilum balleyi and
Thrixspermum platystachys which, itself, was a seedling just a few years ago. My largest
D. tetragonum var. giganteum had several pods after flowering with 16 blooms open at
the one time, but they disappeared before I had the chance to observe them closely. As
expected D. stuartii, which must be the most promiscuous orchid there is, ran true to form
with a seed pod for every fiower. No wonder this species is afforded no respect and even
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has an identity crisis — after being h r“&ded in 7he Orcadian as “Australia’s only true
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Dendrobium’, the following issue revealed that it was not a Dendrobium at all as an earlier
name took pi‘etedenf‘e (Wouldnt you k ow I can’t find that particular article.)
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I find orchid seed pods fascinating. 7
| is that they are formed in three seg
. They then all dehisce at the segmentations. I think the most beautiful
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orcnigaceous thing I !!é‘v‘ﬁ ever seen is the delicate tracer y' of a column of Hy dehisced
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Maybe those who grow orchids from seed may be able to identify them if they've
had a lot of practice, but... The size and shape of the leaf, and of the inflorescence, the
shape and duration of the flower bear no re iatéor;ship to the size and shape of the seed
pod. The pencil orchid (D. teretifolium) with spidery flowers which last for at least a week,
has almost round pods where the 7. platystachys, also with spidery flowers that last for
ju:l, a few siuu!.,,, has |U"lg pe ncil-like seed ﬁOdﬁ Most pods lose all vr':ug- of the flower
long before they mature. The exception in those I have observed is Dendrobium

antennatum. (One of the so-calied Antelope orchids)

D. antennatum is an extremely rewarding plant to grow - my plant is rarely without
flowers. I must have it in just the right piace, where it gets lots of hot afternoon sun, and
of course I give it plenty of water. It also seeded last year and this is the first time I have
seen mature orchid pods with the full flower attached, still recognisable, thorns” and all. I
shouidn't be surs?‘sced this species is used extensively for hybridising; it has a compact
plant form with up to 15 weili spaced antelope-type fiower ar,out 5frr long. The white
flowers have purple veins on the large labellum, and pale green slightly twisted ‘horns’.

They are long lasting and fragrant.

My Malaxis is also a mass of seeds. Another very rewarding plant to grow it occurs
“at least as far south as the Burdekin River” (Dockrill) — 1 love the flowering period as the
raceme has, from the top down, tiny unformed buds, buds, flowers in shades from pale
green through to a translucent brown, and seed pods already formed on the bottom. We

have had two plants for several years now and they must have set thousands of seeds.

Alth ough during that period we have had record rainfall at both ends of the spectrum
(306" in 2000 — 97" in 2002), we still have just two plants. In dry weather they

co mp‘eteiy disappear then a new growth comes from the basai hode after rain. That's
when I find where *‘he old plant has been flicked to by a bandicoot or scrub fow! digging in

the bed of leaf mould

A neig%‘ bour cailed with a rescue for me to nurture. She Lriuuw,L it [mghL o€ a
Dendrobium nindii seedling, as their parent plant has seeded prolifically in the last two
years. I know it isn't, because of our work with this species - refer newsletters 33,34,35 -
{also there are several nindjiseedlings nearby), but I don't know what it is. T went to
identify a ﬂcw«:rmg plant for her and noticed many seedlings on two Cook Island pine
trees. Both trees have mature plants tied to them and some seedlings have formed on
their roots. One of those piants is a 0. nobife and another is a D. tetragonum, yet some of
the seedlings are definitely . nindii and others are D. teretifolium. Therefore I am
confident that these are seedlings and not vegetatively arising from the roots, but I have
often wondered,; as has Mary, what the situation is where small plants are growing on the
parent roots.



I have also found seedlings recently on a book leaf pine at a friend’s house in
Babinda. I have searched the scrub behind this house and seen no sign of orchids, yet this
pine has a mature Thrixspermum platystachys with several inflorescences and also two
seedlings, which appear to be the same species, which I can't identify. There is no
guarantee that these are natives as the next door neighbour has a number of exotic as
well as indigenous plants. There is also in this yard a Hoop pine which had its top blown
off in Cyclone Winifred (1986). An opportunistic strangler fig showing a few metres tall
above the crown has not yet discovered that the bottom six feet of its roots have been
removed. This clean up job has also revealed masses of dischidia. I shall watch the
reaction of the strangler with interest, and I've started searching for orchid seedlings. In
fact, I shall be scrutinising every single pine tree I come across in future.

I have to agree also about this being the year of the keiki. My D. smillieae has
sprouted two keikis so far. It has never had one before and we've had it for 30 years. A
plant of the less common white form of the plant which I have had for only a couple of
years has roots growing from three nodes on one stem, so I'm expecting a keiki or two
there. My D. (lasianthera x nindli) x discolorv. bloomfieldii (well it's three parts native) has
never done anything else but grow keikis, which we've been told is probably due to
excessive cloning, and if the apical swelling develops as expected, I'll have a keikion a
keiki. For the benefit of those of you who would like to grow some of our fabulous tropical
species and can't, I have to say the same about my D. kingianum. I now have three or
four pots of this plant, with different medium in each one to try to break the cycle. I get
heaps of keikis and have never had a flower.

RHIZANTHELLA SLATERI

Lyn Thompson, the NSW Study Group Liaison Officer has come good again; this time with
a page from the Australian Plants Society, Nowra Group (NSW) Newsletter. It is a report
from Alan Stephenson to the Shoalhaven Orchid Society on the most recent discovery of
Rhizanthella siateri on Alum Mountain, Bulahdelah, in May 2002, where this species was
originally discovered by Edwin Slater in 1931. It appears that the preferred route for a
road to by-pass Bulahdelah goes right through the site of the original find.

Our newsletter No. 16 of April, 1996, told of the finding of this rare underground
orchid in the Blue Mountains — not surprisingly no towns were mentioned — but Jornes
reveals that in 1974 it was found at Springwood and in 1975 at Wentworth Falls. R. s/aterf
was found around the Alum Mountain area in 1932, 1933 and again in 1988. In 1958 it
was discovered in the Lamington National Park. It was also found in 1983 at Wiseman's
Ferry. Alan came across R. s/ateriin the Nowra district in 1997 and again in 2001.

Jones says: “Very little is known about the biology of R. s/ateri. Itis an extremely
rare subterranean orchid which lacks chlorophyll and lives in symbiotic association with a
mycorrhizal fungus. The identity of the fungus remains a mystery and it is not known
whether a myrtaceous shrub or tree is involved in the association (plenty grow in the
habitats). It is known that R. s/ateri branches quite freely and small clonal colonies are
formed. Details of floral scents, pollination vectors, seed ripening time and method of
dispersal remain unknown.”



Alan’s report says that they uncovered “six more heads of flowers wrapped snugly
in the numerous bracts, which envelop them. Further gentie exploration located three old
flower heads with seed capsules intact and two smaller flower heads. From what I have
seen of these species, these smaller heads could possible flower next year.”

A lan and h!s mates will be at ﬂowermg time [hIS year, and With so much interest
now | emg engendered, the mysteries surrounding R. s/ateri may soon be solved.
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e mentioned before the value of keeping racords. This was brought hom
to me agdm recently when one of our group who lives on the Atherton Tablelands wa tea
to acquire some pollen of Pomatocalpa macphersoniito send to a friend who wanted it
for h\/Ln :diSiﬁg purposes. Twas pr%"t‘y sure none of our plqnts would be in flower in s 18] ite
of unusual weather conditions. Instead of a gallop around the yard, a giance at my
records showed that this species is usuaiiy in fuli flower here in October. It is interesting to
note that this i’.‘)iaﬁ% was in flower on the Tablelands four months later than on the coast. I
wonder whether the plants on the Tablelands will continue to flower later than ours or
after they acclimatise will they flower in sync as, aithough our climates are quite different,
ne same weather patterns affect us as the same time.
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e also noted that ancther orchid — this time not a native — Vanilla planifolia wa
still flowering on the Tablelands some weeks after it finished here. We've had a bit of fun
with poliinating the fiowers and this year have been quite Success?’ui It is a good way to
learn about the structure of orchid flowers. After this success I had a go at another exotic
which now has two big pods developing. I'm hoping they wiil be of interest to the Orchid
Foundation.

ORCHIDS TN WESTERN ALISTRALIA

The newsletter of the Wildflower Society has an ad for orchid tours in Western Australia
which says “especially Ju.y to November”. That is obviously their peak flowering time.

lary and I have put in the work for this newsletter. It would be great to have ancther one

M
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full of members” comments so here’s a basis for your re Dcrts.

What is the peak flowering time in your area, should anyone ask?

Have your orchids exhibited unusual behaviour following drought/fire?

Which of your orchids reliably produce seed pods?

Which orchids normally produce keikis?

Do you know whether any orchid reproduces "seedlings’ from its roots or only from seeds?
Does any indigenous orchid devniop keikis on the inflorescence when it is stili in situ?

If the Malaxis /atifolia reproduces by new growths coming from the basal node, why does
it have so many seed pods? o



