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ENVIRONMENT

Mysterious arrival of forest trees, orchids

THE African
spotted orchid
grows on the
ground. It has a
small attractive
flower.

@®FLORA from Page 1B

While the first thought that
comes fo mind is that these
trees must be relicts from
ancient times when the
Gondwana landmass was
intact, the results of at least
one study of nucleotide
divergence suggests that the
African trees are actually
descended from South
America.

This implies that trees
actually spread, presumably
by wind or sea, to Africa
from South America after the
landmasses separated!

Besides its curious long-
distance dispersion, the tree
is also linked to Africa by the
well-known tale of the
African slave Gang Gang
Sarah.

Alleged to have been a
witch, she tried to fly back to
Africa from atop a tall silk
cotton tree (she did not make
it on account of having con-
sumed salt).

From the largest of forest
trees, the Africa connection
now turns to some of the
smaller plants and the next
time you take a walk in the
woods, be sure to keep a
careful eye out for these two.

The first grows very low to
the ground.

There is no stem, just a
swollen bulb, and its leaves
are green with profuse pale
markings. This is actually an
orchid.

In fact, it is the African
spotted orchid (Oeceoclades
maculata).

Easier to recognise as an
orchid when in bloom, it has
distinctive pink patches on
its lip.
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It grows all over the coun-
try from the coastline to
highlands and is able to sur-
vive on very harsh terrain,
sometimes barely attached to
stones or leaf litter.

That said, it is more likely
to be found in disturbed areas
than mature old growth
forests.

The other plant is also an
orchid.

This one grows on the
trunks and branches of trees
throughout the island.

The pale-flowered poly-
stachya (Polystachya concre-
ta) is perhaps remarkable for
its quite unremarkable flow-
ers, being small and pale
green.

As you might have
guessed, these orchids also
share a link with Africa.

This time, it appears that
the direction of travel was
the other way around with
these species spreading from
Africa to South America.

And spread they did. Both
species are found throughout
North, Central and South
America.

The African spotted orchid
is considered an invasive

weed in North America
thanks to its adaptability,
quick reproductive cycle and
fast growth.

The exact means by which
they arrived in the New
World is a mystery worthy of
investigation.

In the case of African spot-
ted orchid, for instance, it
has been suggested that the
orchids’ minute seeds were
spread in the massive Sahara
dust clouds that blow across
the Atlantic.

Other theories posit that
they were spread via the
feathers of a bird, an object
drifting in the sea, human
traffic or perhaps a combina-
tion of several of these.
However they arrived, both
species are here to stay.

It is quite amazing to imag-
ine seeds travelling so many
thousands of kilometres
across the sea and finding a
home in a new land.

These examples are just a
handful of our plant species
that share a connection with
Africa and hopefully, now
that you know about a few of
them, you will seek to learn
even more and preserve this
important part of our African
connection.

Today’s feature was written
by Kris Sookdeo.

For more information on
our natural environment, you
can contact the Trinidad and
Tobago Field Naturalists’
Club at admin@ttfnc.org or
visit our website at
www.ttfne.org.

The Club’s next monthly
meeting will be held on 14
August 2014 at St Mary’s
College, POS.




