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 SABA  
 

Netherlands 
Antilles  

 
 
 

 

 

SABA (pronounced "Say-ba") is the smallest island of the 

Netherlands Antilles, located at 17Á38ǋN 63Á14ǋ

W / 17.633, -63.233. It consists largely of the dormant 

volcano, Mount Scenery (877 m), the highest point of the 

Kingdom of the Netherlands. 

 

Saba has a land area of 13 km² (5 sq. miles). At the 2001 

Netherlands Antilles census, the population was 1,349 

inhabitants, which means a population density of 104  

inhabitants per km². In 2004 the population was estimated 

at 1,424 inhabitants. 

 

Its current major settlements include The Bottom,  

Windwardside, Hell's Gate and St. Johns. Despite the  

island's Dutch affiliation, English is the principal language 

spoken on the island and has been used in its school  

system since 1986. The Netherlands Antillean guilder is 

the official currency, but the U.S. dollar is accepted every-

where on the island. 

 

Saba is home to the Saba University School of Medicine, 

which was established by American expatriates in coordi-

nation with the Netherlands government. The school adds 

over 300 residents when classes are in session, and it is 

the prime educational attraction. A.M. Edwards Medical 

Center is the major provider of healthcare for local  

residents. 

 

Saba is slated to become a special municipality within the 

country of the Netherlands, but the schedule for this tran-

sition has been delayed indefinitely. 

 

History  

 

The origin of the name "Saba" is believed to be a variant 

of Dutch for "shoe", because the major industry of the 

island was shoemaking when visited by the Dominican 

monk Jean-Baptiste Labat in 1701. Another theory is that 

the island's name is derived from the Arawak Indian word 

for "rock", which was "siba". Christopher Columbus is 

said to have sighted Saba on November 13, 1493, but did  

 

The Saba National Flag 

Coat of Arms  
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not land, as the island's perilously rocky shores were a major deterrent to Columbus 

and his crew.  

 

In 1632 a group of shipwrecked Englishmen landed upon Saba; they stated they 

found the island uninhabited when they were retrieved by others. But there has been 

some evidence found indicating that Carib or Arawak Indians may have been on the 

island. In 1635 a stray Frenchman claimed Saba for Louis XIII of France and around 

the year 1640, the Dutch West India Company sent people from the neighboring 

island of St. Eustatius to colonize the island. These settlers were then in 1664 evicted 

to St. Maarten by Sir Henry Morgan, the notorious English buccaneer, on one of the 

very few occasions that the nearly vertical rocky island was successfully invaded. 

The Netherlands finally took possession of Saba in 1816 after a spell of British occu-

pation during the Napoleonic era. 

 

Through the 17th and 18th centuries its major industries were sugar and rum, and, 

later, fishing, particularly lobster fishing. In the 1600s Saba was believed to be a 

favorable hideout for Jamaican pirates. England also deported its "undesirable"  

people [Ed: Irish and Scots] to live in the Caribbean colonies. They too became pi-

rates, taking haven on Saba. The most notable native Saban pirate was Hiriam 

Breakes, who famously quipped "Dead Men Tell No Tales." Legitimate sailing and 

trade later became important and many of the island's men took to the seas, during 

which time Saba lace became an important product made by the island's women. 

 

The remains of the 1640 settlements can be found on the west side at Tent Bay. 

 

The environment of Saba is mainly composed of woodland forest with ferns and 

damp soil, and many mango trees. There used to be forests of Mahogany trees until a 

hurricane in the 1960s destroyed many of the trees. The Mahogany trees are consid-

ered at risk of going extinct on the island. Visitors refer to Saba's forests as "the Elfin 

Forest" because of its high altitude mist and mossy appearance. Since then there has 

been a woodland reserve created and aptly named "Elfin Forest Reserve". Saba's lush 

plant and animal wildlife are diverse and are looked after by the Saba Conservation 

Foundation. 

 

4.3 km southwest of Saba is the Saba Bank, a large submerged atoll of rich biodiver-

sity, and a prime fishing ground, particularly for lobster. 

 

The island of Saba is known today for tourism, especially its ecotourism. Because 

the island is relatively new to the tourism industry, it only sees about 25,000 visitors 

each year. Saba is increasing in its popularity as a vacation destination because of its 

excellent scuba diving, climbing and hiking. The scuba diving in particular is deep 

and somewhat challenging; even though Saba is a small island it actually supports 

not one, but two Hyperbaric chambers in case of diving emergencies. There are few  
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anchorages, and a small airport with service from St. Maarten. There is also ferry 

service from St. Maarten. Saba's brilliantly colorful and pristine coral life make it 

one of the most sublime places to scuba dive in the world, and is often listed as one 

of the Top 10 diving destinations. Many attribute the underwater life's purity to the 

island's remoteness and the caring of the people. The waters around the island were 

designated as the Saba National Marine Park in 1987, subject to government regula-

tion to preserve its coral reefs and other marine life. Thus, Saba is known as the 

ñUnspoiled Queen" of the Caribbean.ò  ǅ 

The Editor had a great time visiting Saba earlier in the year.  I plan to return there 
next year for a longer stay; the Irish winters are beginning to have an adverse affect. 
 
Special ñThanksò for their help with this issue to Stewart Chipka; Chris Johnson 
(Saba Government Commissioner;) Glenn Holm (Director of Tourism ;)Managers 
Johanna van't Hof, her husband Wim Schutten, and Karen Slump (Reservations 
Manager) of Juliana's Hotel; Eddie and Pat Hassell of Swinging Doors; Wayne 
Peterson of Wayne's Tours; Katherine "Kat" DeStefano and Scott Paszkiewicz of 
SeaSaba; Malachy Magee and Jumbie Design; Suzanne Nielsen ð and many   
more new friends. 
 
The Dutch say ñSah bahò but the Sabans say ñSay Bahò.  
 
Film fans may recognise Saba.  The original King Kong movie (1933) used Saba's 
silhouette as the backdrop in the beginning for King Kong's "Skull Island" home.  
Some of King Kong's jungle scenes were been filmed in Saba, without the mighty 
ape, of course. 

Typical architecture on Saba.  Note the rooster. There are many more goats.  Cats, 

dogs, goats, chicken ð all seem to roam freely together. 
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The Other 
Side of the 
Rainbow:  
 
Part I  

THE OTHER SIDE OF TH E RAINBOW  
Part I:   
An Orchid Study on the Island of Saba,  
Netherlands Antilles  
 
   IN THE SUMMER of 2002. I was getting bored with my 

job as a structural designer and inspector in Naples, Florida 

and seriously needed a vacation. As a devoted orchid fanatic 

since childhood, when my grandfather introduced me to 

orchids, I wanted to do something useful as well as take a 

vacation and, if at all possible, do it on a tax deductable  

basis. But what to do? 

 

   I called a friend of mine, Ruben P. Sauleda, who had  

completed his PhD in orchids by establishing the genus  

Psychilis, for suggestions. His reply was, ñGo to Saba and 

see if you can find any Psychilis. There should be some 

there but no one has ever surveyed the island.ò Thus began 

one of those forks in the road that you donôt even know you 

are taking until you have gone around the bend. By then of 

course it is too late to turn around and go back.  

 

   Before doing a survey of orchid populations there are a lot 

of preliminaries and research to do. Fortunately, as it turned 

out, very little research had been done on the orchids of 

Saba. The only published reference at the time was Flora of 

the Lesser Antilles by Richard A Howard, a three volume 

botanical treatment of the plants found in the Leeward  

 

 

 

Specialist Stewart Chipka in the orchid patch 
behind a Windwardside Cottage.  Stewart is a  
Member of the Irish Orchid Society and several 
other orchid and scientific organisations. 
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and Windward Islands. Volume 3, Orchidaceae, by Leslie A. Garay and Herman R. 

Sweet, was published in 1974 by the Arnold Arboretum of Harvard University. The 

work of Garay and Sweet was conducted primarily from plant samples maintained at 

Kew Gardens dating from as far back as the late 1800ôs, with some island-hopping to 

verify material.  

 

  So Ruben was correct; no one had actually surveyed theisland of Saba. Samples at 

Kew Gardens indicated there were ten species attributed to the island of Saba so 

there was a least a starting point of what genus and species I was likely to find. Or 

not, as some of them turned out to not be on the island or, were misidentified as to 

species. 

 

  For the next few months I learned as much as I could about Saba, both from  

contacting Sea Saba, an island SCUBA diving operation, the Saba Conservation 

Foundation and the island Director of Tourism, Mr. Glenn Holm. All of them were 

extremely helpful and friendly and were encouraging about the project. I  

managed to rent a cottage in the area of Hellôs Gate (that should have told me some-

thing about the island right away, but I missed the irony), made my plane reserva-

tions and began collecting aerial photographs of the island from another friend who 

took an interest in the project. 

 

   Arriving on the island just before Christmas was an experience in itself. There are 

only two ways to get to Saba. You either take the island ferry, which I did to get to 

the island, or you take the only airline, Winair, which I did to leave the island. I 

would recommend this method for anyoneôs first trip. Arriving by water gives you an 

interesting perspective of how rugged the island is actually. Departing by airplane 

provides for some really good photo opportunities and is an experience in itself. Saba 

has the worldôs shortest commercial runway, just one of the three unique points of 

distinction about Saba.  

 

   The second distinctive point is that it also has the worldôs lowest (and perhaps 

smallest) Cloud Forest. The third is that it has the largest consumption per capita of 

Heineken in the world. The last item is not because the 1500 or so Sabans consume 

so much beer, but because the island receives (only) 25,000 tourists per year and 

beer is cheaper than water.  

    

   Another distinctive point about Saba is that it has no natural water supply; every-

one collects rainwater and a cistern is the first item of construction when building a 

home. There is a small desalination plant at Fort Bay on the southwest corner of the 

island but folks donôt buy water unless they absolutely need to. Also, there is no real 

beach to speak of, rather, sand drifts in and out at Wells Bay, in response to the 

change in ocean current on the west side of the island. One day, or week, there is a 

beach. Next day, or week, it is all rock.  
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  Life is simple on Saba. There is only one main road, appropriately named The 

Road, running from the airport on the east side of the island, to Fort Bay on the 

southwest corner of the island. An additional road branches off The Road part way 

up Mount Scenery, appropriately named Mountain Road. The third road cuts off  

The Road in the village of St. John to access the island school. It has yet to be given 

a name, although numerous names are used for it, depending on your attitude.  

Getting from one side of the island to the other takes about ten to fifteen minutes by 

car, or one of the 10 taxicabs that operate on the island. This of course can become 

considerably longer depending on how many times you stop to take pictures, and you 

will take lots of pictures. There really is no other island in the Caribbean that can be  

compared to Saba. 

 

   Back to the survey. Once I located the cottage I had rented I walked into Wind-

wardside from Hellôs Gate, about a twenty minute walk. There are no flat spots on 

Saba to speak of. When you walk you either are going up hill or down hill. This is an 

important thing to remember when going on the trails. You want to be going down-

hill as often as possible so pay attention to the elevation indicators on the trail map. 

In Windwardside you begin by registering at the Trail Shop, operated by the Saba 

Conservation Foundation (SCF). Then you go have a beer and study the map. This 

sometimes can take quite a while due to the frequency of friendly folks you will 

meet and end up in discussions. Also, it gives you time to acclimate if you are from a 

flat place as I was, so you have another beer while adjusting to the altitude change. 

Not much surveying got done that first day. But I did discover that the only thing 

recycled on Saba is Heineken bottles  
 
   Day two I was out on the trail and getting serious. The first trail I worked was the 

Spring Bay Trail on the southeast area of the island. This seemed to be a promising 

trail as it passed through an elevation gradient beginning at an altitude of 1,200 feet, 

moving downhill through a montane forest habitat to an arid area at an elevation of 

about 800 feet. From there you again go downhill to sea level through mostly arid 

landscape. The trail stops at an old spring (hence the name Spring Bay Trail) that 

was a watering point for the island before the spring became salty. The spring is still 

there but you canôt drink from it. By the time I reached the spring I had found large  

populations of Coilostylis ciliaris (Epidendrum ciliare prior to 2004), numerous 

Epidendrum anceps and realized that now I had to go back and it was all uphill.  

 

   That took quite a while and by the time I arrived back in Windwardside I was 

ready to attack the Swinging Doors and do my fair share in maintaining the island  

Heineken consumption. Ed Hassell and his wife Pat own the place, and as it turns 

out, were interested in orchids. They gave me several pointers of where orchids were 

located on the island and it became a ritual at the end of each day to report into 

Swinging Doors with what I had located. 
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   Day three was spent on the Sandy Cruz Trail which runs across the north side of 

the island from Hells Gate to The Bottom. If you have only one day to hike on Saba 

this is the trail you should explore. Every microhabitat the island has, with the excep-

tion of the Cloud Forest, occurs on this trail. It is fantastically rich on a botanical 

basis. It also gives one good exposure to the island farming area, numerous bird  

spotting locations and, of course, incredible ocean views all along the trail. You may  

also encounter the islands only snake, the Red Bellied Racer (Alsophis rufiventris), a 

nonpoisonous snake that occurs only on St. Eustatius and Saba. Numerous orchids 

are located on this hike. By the end of the day I had reached a total of ten species, 

most of which had not been recorded by Garay and Sweet. 

 

   Over the next few days additional species were located. Several of the island resi-

dents also offered to let me examine private property that would not normally have 

been accessible for cataloging purposes. By the end of ten days a total of thirteen 

species had been recorded. This became the basis for publication of A New Catalogue 

of Orchidaceae for Saba, N.A. (Chipka and Izquierdo, Selbyana, 2005). 

 

  Since that initial survey the orchids of Saba have continued to be studied on a regu-

lar basis. At the time of publication a total of 26 species have been recorded as natu-

ralized on Saba. More intense study of the Cloud Forest area is still under way and it 

is expected that additional new naturalized species will be added to the current inven-

tory. At the current count the biodiversity of orchids on Saba is rather remarkable. 

The island is only 13 square kilometers in land area! 

 

   Any orchid enthusiast would enjoy the trails of Saba. It is not an easy island to hike 

but the rewards are well worth the extra effort. Next time you are planning on a visit 

to the Caribbean make sure to include a few days for Saba. Perhaps, like me, you will 

end up quitting your job and moving here full time! And, in the USA by the way, as 

long as you publish your results, you can consider the trip scientific research and 

deduct your expenses for income tax purposes. A perfect vacation in a nearly perfect 

place. ǅ 
 

STEWART A. CHIPKA  

 

 

 

 

 
BUILDING òTHE ROADó 

1946 
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THE OTHER SIDE OF TH E RAINBOW  
Part II:  
Experiments Begin  
 
   SOMETIMES an orchid survey turns into a project with 

undefined directions. At least mine did as time, and regu-

lar return trips to Saba, went by. I began returning to Saba 

on a regular basis, making three or four trips per year after 

the initial survey of 2002. My job became less and less 

satisfying and I began taking additional courses at night at 

the local university to increase my knowledge of botany, 

geology and advanced biology field methods.  

 

  I was fortunate in being invited to many different orchid 

society meetings as a speaker, presenting and discussing 

the orchids of Saba. This of course led to further questions 

for me to explore. One of the most intriguing was the  

discovery of a possible variant of the, then, Epidendrum 

ciliare, now reclassified by Withner and Harding (2004)  

to Coilostylis ciliaris.  Most forms of C. ciliaris have  

between three to seven (always an odd number) blooms 

per inflorescence. There are also numerous color differ-

ences within the Caribbean Basin range of natural habitat.  

 

Color Form Experiments 

 

   In a restricted eastern area of Saba a much more florifer-

ous form was found having nine to twelve blooms per 

inflorescence. These plants had two very different colors 

depending upon the boulders on which they were  

growing. One form was a pure white with yellow on the  

unciliated portion of the lip of the flower deep into the 

throat beneath the column. The other form was a distinct 

copper color that maintained the yellow lip pattern of the 

white type. In addition to the number of flowers and color  

differences, the angle of the flower presentation off the 

inflorescence was noticeably different.  

 

   Upon close examination of the boulder substrate  

material, two items of interest were immediately evident. 

First, the associated lichen population of the two different 

color forms was different. Second, on the copper colored 

form the boulders were significantly magnetic due to high  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Other 
Side of the 
Rainbow:  
 
Part II  
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concentrations of iron. This was detectable using a  hand-held magnetic compass, 

which when located near a boulder, would deflect its northern orientation toward the 

boulder. 

 

   The obvious experiment to conduct was to switch plant locations of the different 

color forms. Removing lithophytic plants without damage is best described as diffi-

cult. Roots are often tightly bound to the crevices and cracks of a boulder. To  

remove them requires significant soaking of the root material to allow its flexibility 

as much ñgiveò as possible. Then a small spatula is utilized to pry beneath the root/

boulder space, freeing the root from its boulder. Once free of the substrate the roots 

were rinsed in clean water to remove any existing lichen material that remained after 

removal from the boulder. 

 

   Plants that had bloomed previously were used for this experiment. All plants were 

numbered, GPS located and computer logged with measurements of bulb size, leaf 

size, green, undried biomass weight and number of bulbs present for each plant  

sample. Twelve plants of each color form were switched and established on the  

opposite color form boulder. Then the waiting began for the next blooming cycle. 

 

      Over the course of the next season new growth was established on all plants and 

inflorescences began to develop during November 2004. By January 2005, the plants 

began to open their blooms. Previous copper forms bloomed out white and white 

forms bloomed out copper. This established that the color of the bloom is attributable 

to the nutrient supply of the plant rather than from a genetic predisposition. The  

relocated plants remain in their relocated positions today, producing new growth as 

well as normal pollination occurrences. 

 

Pollinator Experiments 

 

   Field observations of pollinators were also undertaken. It has been postulated that 

the pollination of C. ciliaris is due to pheromone mimicry (Ackerman and Mantalvo, 

1990), being accomplished by the male moth Pseudosphinx tetrio. Using night black

-light traps we were able to identify two additional pollinators for C. ciliaris. Using 

pollen stripping of the proboscis of the moths our study found that Protambulyx 

strigilis males, and both male and female Manduca sexta, also pollinated C. ciliaris. 

We attribute the pollination by M. sexta males and females to the opportunistic feed-

ing habits of the species. Male  P. strigilis may also be attracted by the pheromonic 

mimicry but research for determination of sensory attractants is lacking for this spe-

cies. It is possible that they are also opportunistic feeders and we failed to capture 

any females.  
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Viability and Early Growth Experiments (aka: Learning the hard way!)  

 

   An additional activity of field hand pollination was undertaken during 2005. This 

was to provide seedling plant material, difficult to locate in a naturalized setting. Five 

hundred plants were cross pollinated and numbered for future study. Growth of the 

seed pods was monitored on a regular basis until the pods matured and were ready 

for harvesting. Pods were than collected, seed removed and dried and sent to Troy 

Myers laboratory in Washington state for germination and seedling development.  

 

   At the lab the seed assay revealed a low rate of fertilization, generally around 35% 

viable embryos. Analysis of additional seed since that time confirms this as a rela-

tively consistent rate of viability on Saba. Despite the low rate of viability the seed 

was flasked and replated. The following year I returned to Saba with 200 plants for 

reestablishment into natural habitat.  

 

   All new seedlings were tagged and numbered before reintroduction into the various 

habitats present on the island in the spring of 2006. Plants were located in the vicinity 

of already established and mature populations, readily accessible for measurement as 

growth proceeded. This was a VERY SERIOUS mistake.  

 

   By summer 2006, over 50 of the plants had disappeared. By fall of the same year 

less than 75 remained.    We suspected that most of the lost plants were the victim of 

human predation. Tagging of plants made them very visible to hikers. Untagged adult 

plants in the areas of study were unmolested. Removal of all tags on the remaining 

seedlings resulted in no future losses. Plant numbers were transferred to the bottom 

of leaves using an India ink marker, enabling us to continue growth monitoring.  

Perhaps it was mere coincidence but plants stopped disappearing. 

 

     The human predation postulate was further born out when we began paying close 

attention to plants described and viewed during organized ñOrchid Hikesò. The day 

following an ñOrchid Hikeò was followed by returning along the trail and checking 

the orchids. It became apparent that plants were disappearing as a direct result of 

their being brought to the attention of some of the hikers.  

 

   We no longer give these orchid hikes. In lieu of up close observation we now  

provide ñOrchid Toursò. This entails renting a tour van, providing the group with 

binoculars and then driving to inaccessible cliff populations for long distance  

viewing. Once again inexplicable plant losses seem to have ceased.  

 

  There is a general axiom that, ñConservation and education go hand in hand.ò  

Attempting to educate must be tempered with the fact that mistakes happen. Another  
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old saw is, ñOne bad apple can spoil the bunch.ò We cannot identify the folks who 

removed the orchids but we can do something about preventing it happening in the 

future.  

 

   Psychilis correllii was also hand pollinated in the field. This rare orchid may soon 

be extinct in the wild due to loss of habitat. Within the past ten years it has been 

eradicated on St. Bartôs, St. Maarten/St. Martin, St. Eustatius, Nevis and St. Kitts. 

Saba may be the last location of natural populations. 

  

   Seed was again sent to Troy Myers laboratory for flasking. Alas, all seed was 

found to be sterile. What appeared in the field to be a readily selfed orchid turned out 

to be in error. Additional populations are required for out-crossing of this species. 

Discovering this was of course useful however, it was also very depressing. 

 

Progress in Paradise 
 

   In 2006 I moved to Saba on a full time basis and continue with the study of the 

island orchids. The study has evolved and grown, much like any organic event, into 

a broader investigation of the ecology of the island. It is easy to get distracted here 

when, for example, a pair of Urania moths showed up one day in Windwardside. 

These moths had never been seen this far north of their primary range of northern 

South America to Trinidad.  

 

   Another distraction was the arrival of Scarf-neck pigeons and the discovery that 

they are a vector of Coralita (Antigonon leptopus), a serious invasive weed vine that 

is a threat to native plant populations on Saba and many other islands. The pigeons, 

endemic to the Antilles Island chain, had been eradicated on Saba during hurricane 

George in 1994. Now we have several breeding pairs reestablished on the island.  

 

   I have been privileged to spread the word on Saba orchids through invitations as 

speaker at numerous orchid societies as well as the annual Saba, Sea and Learn  

(www.seaandlearn.org) event which occurs each October. Indeed that fork in the 

road that was taken unseen in 2002, has become an entirely new trail of continuous 

discovery and adventure. If you have the chance, and the fork occurs on your road, 

take a chance. Or, as I have discovered, take the opportunity and donôt miss it.  ǅ 

STEWART CHIPKA  

Part II :  

The Wild Orchids of Saba, A Field Guide 

will be featured in the July issue of POLLINIA  

http://www.seaandlearn.org
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  Located in the heart of 

Windwardside, The Swing-

ing Doors is owned and  

operated by one of Sabaôs 

more colorful characters, 

Eddie Hassell.  Quick with a 

joke, Eddie always has a 

Saban tale, the latest gossip 

or tales of the sea to share.   

  Eddie is an avid orchid  

enthusiast. 

  The Doors is now famous 

for its Tuesday and Friday 

night barbeques, and daily 

fare consists of burgers,  

                sandwiches and finger food.         

The Other Side of the Rainbow  

The Swinging Doors ð Saba  

Agalychnis callidryas Gaudy 

Gaudy Leaf Frogs are primarily  

lowland frogs and can be commonly 

found throughout the Caribbean Low-

lands and the humid lowlands of the 

Pacific Slope from sea level to about 

1000 meters in elevation 
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The Other Side of the Rainbow  

Stewart Chipka and  Pollinia Editor Larry May at the Swinging Doors, 

Saba, with Coilostylis ciliaris (Epidendrum ciliare) mounted on post in 

foreground. 

The Orchid Cottage at Julianaôs Hotel, Windwardside, Saba 
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Brassavola cucullata in bloom 

Saba Lizard (Anolis Sabanus) Saba Lizard (Anolis Sabanus) 

Windwardside 

Protambulyx strigilis (streaked Hawk 

Moth) 

Purple Iris 

The Other Side of the Rainbow  
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Epidendrum difforme in-situ 

Epidendrum secundum  

The Kew Royal Botanical Garden 

received a collection of 15 West In-

dies orchids from Admiral William 

Bligh in 1794. Among the collection 

was Epidendrum ciliare (Coilostylis 

ciliaris.)But the first recorded flow-

ering in England was not until 1799.  
Netherlands Antilles 

Entrance to Mt. Scenery 

The Other Side of the Rainbow  17 
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Coilostylis ciliaris,(Epidendrum ciliare) copper form 

The airport landing strip is shorter than on an aircraft carrier. 

The Other Side of the Rainbow  
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Brassavola cucullata in-situ 

Pollinia Editor Larry May, Saba Government Commissioner  Chris 

Johnson and IOS Member Martin OôSullivan, at In Two Deep, 

 Fort Bay, Saba. 

The Other Side of the Rainbow  
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Bletilla striata      

 

THIS ORCHID WILL SHO W ITS MAGNIFICENCE ALL MONTH  

 

 

MAY IS THE MONTH that the  

Chinese ground orchid blooms. 

Like those of many orchids, its 

blooms are brilliantly colorful and 

fascinating. But unlike many  

orchids it is easy and prolific. It is 

a simple plant to grow in semi-

shade in the garden where it will 

gradually form into great masses, 

and each pair of pleated leaves will 

surround a  

slender stalk topped by a group of 

rose purple flowers. 

 

I'm using the phrase "rose purple" 

with a little reluctance, because it 

does nothing to illustrate the inten-

sity of this color. I have many 

books on orchids and they describe 

the color as amethyst purple, rose  

purple or magenta purple. There is in fact a lot of variation in the color, but I think 

that the diversity of color descriptions has as much to do with the failure of the  

language to describe the color as it does variation from plant to plant. Somehow,  

orchids manage to get away with these colors where any other flower couldn't wear 

them quite as well. 

 

Some beautiful variations  

 

Bletilla striata or ground orchid looks a lot like what you expect an orchid to look 

like. It has the classic form of the prom dress corsage orchid, the Cattleya, but it is 

much reduced. It is a five-point star reaching up to 2 inches across and adorned with 

a prominent "lip" on its lower center. The lip is usually a darker color and high-

lighted by a series of complicated ridges, often outlined in white. It gives the  

impression of being pleated or delicately folded as some intricate origami. 

 

There is also a yellow species Bletilla ochracea that is not as easily found as the 

common Chinese ground orchid. The pure white variety óAlba' is pristine, whereas 

variety óAlbostriata' has a strip of light variegation to the edge of the leaf. The  

beautiful variety óRosea' has palest shell-pink petals and a pale rose lip. 
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The name Bletilla is a derivative of Bletia, another orchid that Bletilla strongly  

resembles in some cases. The name honors the 18th-century Spanish apothecary and 

botanist Luis Blet. 

 

These little orchids spring from underground pseudobulbs, a structure that many 

tropical orchids carry above ground. In a well-established patch of ground orchids, 

the pseudobulbs will all be linked together in a long chain. They are fascinating to 

see, white and patterned with a series of off-centered concentric circles all bound 

together in an undulating braid. 

 

Individually these pseudo-bulbs look much like a corm or bulb such as a tulip,  

daffodil or crocus, and bulb retailers are the most practical place to find them. They 

should ideally be planted in rich, moist, well-drained soil in a position that receives 

protection from sun during the hottest part of the day. If you do not have ideal  

conditions though, don't hesitate to try the Chinese ground orchid anyway. These are 

tough creatures that are the exception to the rule from most hardy orchids, which are 

notoriously finicky about their conditions. Just make sure that no water will stand 

where they are planted. 

 

Bletillas can be planted in pots, which should be 8 to 10 inches wide and filled with 

a soil mixture that is both porous and retains some moisture. Finely ground bark, 

peat or sphagnum moss with some leaf mould and soil can accomplish this. They 

must have a period of cold dormancy to flower well. 

 

Fertilizing regularly will help increase your stock. Use an organic slow-release  

fertilizer or composted cow manure to give them a boost. No harm will come from 

plucking a few flowers to enjoy in a vase. They come away with long graceful stems 

with a light tug at the base, no cutting required. These orchids can last a month in a 

vase. 

 

Easy, satisfying and exotic are not words we often use together, but in the orchid 

kingdom Bletillas are the exception to the rule.  ǅ 

 

DAVID BARE  

ñThe Missouri Botanical Garden and Harvard University are also busy scanning  

literature of historical significance.  As of June 2008, Missouri's Botanicus 

(www.botanicus.org) had 395 titles (books/journals), 1,911 volumes, 876,885 pages, 

and 170,579 links to protologues online.  Gustavo Romero of Harvard has informed 

me that "Google is currently digitizing all the books in the Orchid Library of Oakes 

Ames that do not have copyright issues."  The value of these electronic versions is 

inestimable to the orchid researcher unable or unwilling to travel to examine type 

specimens or monographs in person.ò  Kew Garden Newsletter 
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DUTCH KEEP CONFISCAT ED ORCHIDS    
 

Orchids bound for last yearôs Chelsea Flower Show that were confiscated by Dutch 

customs are being housed permanently in a botanical garden in Holland. 

 

Dutch prosecutors have ruled that the rare flowers, which were seized in May  

because the proper importation paperwork had not been filed, be kept at a botanical 

centre. 

 

Henk Vonk from the National Service for Implementation of Regulations of  

Confiscated Goods in Holland said his department had received a decision from the 

Public Prosecutor of Justice to donate the eight seized orchids to a botanical garden. 

 

ñThey are in good condition and one is flowering,ò he said. 

 

The Ghost Orchids and Wild Banana Orchids were impounded by Dutch customs 

officials in midïMay because of tight European regulations restricting the trade of 

rare and endangered species of plants. While an export licence from the Cayman  

authorities had been secured, the plants did not have an import licence ï a  

requirement that had been introduced just weeks beforehand. 

 

The news that the flowers were surviving, and even flourishing, was met with relief 

by Kirkland Nixon, president of Caymanôs Orchid Society. 

 

ñAt least theyôre in safe hands. I donôt think they will exploit them or try to  

commercialise them,ò he said. 

 

The eight orchids are estimated to be worth a total of $80,000. 

 

He was also pleased to hear that one of the plants was flowering, and wished the 

Dutch luck in trying to propagate the seeds of the Ghost Orchids, something the  

Orchid Society here has been unable to do. 

 

ñWeôve been trying to propagate these endangered orchids from seeds for yearsé 

Weôve gotten them to bloom and to pollinate, but for some reason, this plant is  

sterile. I donôt know why. 

 

ñMaybe the Dutch will have more luck than we did,ò Mr. Nixon said. 

 

The orchids were collected in February 2006 from land off Newport Avenue, which 

was cleared for lowïcost housing, and had been growing at the Queen Elizabeth II 

Botanic Park for two years before beginning their interrupted journey to the Chelsea 

Flower Show in England last year. 
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It would have been the first time the British public would have had a chance to view 

the Ghost Orchids on English soil. 

 

The Botanic Park had not intended to bring the orchids back to Cayman following 

the flower show. It had planned to donate the orchids to Kew Gardens, and auction 

them to raise money for the Blue Iguana Recovery Fund to a winner who could visit 

the flowers there. 

 

Instead, when the flowers got stuck in Holland, the sponsorship of two orchids  

growing in the park in Cayman were auctioned, with the winner receiving a holiday 

to the Cayman Islands to visit the Botanic Park and see their sponsored orchids. 

 

There is little likelihood of a repeat of last yearôs debacle with the plants, according 

to the Botanic Parkôs general manager, Andrew Guthrie, as no plants are being sent 

from Cayman to the 2009 Chelsea Flower Show. 

 

ñThis year the exhibit is completely different. Weôre not shipping plants or anything 

else from Cayman. Everything is being sourced in England or Europe. 

 

ñShipping plants from Cayman to Europe or from Miami to Europe is a monumental 

nightmare and we donôt want to do that again,ò Mr. Guthrie said. 

 

As well as losing the rare orchids to Dutch Customs, the Cayman exhibit last year ran 

into further trouble when British Airways lost a catboat it had shipped from Cayman 

three times. The boat was eventually located just in time for the show. 

 

Queen Elizabeth II Botanic Park is home to 10 of the 26 orchid species recorded in 

the Cayman Islands, and three of these are found nowhere else on earth. 

 

NORMA CONNOLLY  
 

The Caymanian Compass, Cayman Islands, 

British West Indies 

IRISH ORCHID SOCIETY  
www.irishorchidsociety.org 

Å 
POLLINIA  

www.pollinia.org 
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The Superorganism  

 
 

 

THE PULITZER PRIZE-WINNING  

AUTHORS of The Ants render the  

extraordinary lives of the social  

insects in this visually spectacular volume. 

 

The Superorganism promises to be one of the 

most important scientific works published in 

this decade. Coming eighteen years after the 

publication of The Ants, this new volume  

expands our knowledge of the social insects 

(among them, ants, bees, wasps, and termites) 

and is based on remarkable research conducted 

mostly within the last two decades. These  

superorganismsða tightly knit colony of individuals, formed by altruistic coopera-

tion, complex communication, and division of laborðrepresent one of the basic 

stages of biological organization, midway between the organism and the entire  

species. The study of the superorganism, as the authors demonstrate, has led to  

important advances in our understanding of how the transitions between such levels 

have occurred in evolution and how life as a whole has progressed from simple to 

complex forms. Ultimately, this book provides a deep look into a part of the living 

world hitherto glimpsed by only a very few. 110 color and 100 black-and-white 

illustrations.  

 

About the Authors 

Bert Hölldobler is Foundation Professor at Arizona State University and the recipi-

ent of numerous awards, including the Pulitzer Prize and the Leibniz Prize. He lives 

in Arizona and Germany. Edward O. Wilson, a Harvard professor for nearly five 

decades, is the author of more than twenty books and the recipient of two Pulitzer 

Prizes and the National Medal of Science. He lives in Lexington, Massachusetts. 

 

Hardcover: 576 pages  

Publisher: W. W. Norton 

Language: English  

ISBN-10: 0393067041 ð ISBN-13: 978-0393067040  

 

Charles Darwin, in his book, On The Various Contrivances By Which British and 

Foreign Orchids are Fertilised By Insects, wrote: 

 

"In my examination of Orchids, hardly any fact has so much struck me as the endless 

diversity of structure ... for gaining the very same end, namely, the fertilisation of one 

flower by the pollen of another." 
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American Orchid Society Garden Closes  

VOLUNTEERS FIGHT TO KEEP AOS GARDEN OPEN 

Palm Beach Post, Sunday, March 15, 2009 

 

At 3.5 acres, with a 4,000-square-foot greenhouse and a gift shop, it is much more 

manageable for a relaxing afternoon stroll than Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden's 

83 acres in Coral Gables or even Mounts Botanical Garden's 14 acres in West Palm 

Beach.  

 

The grounds were heavily damaged by the one-two punch of hurricanes Francis and 

Jeanne in 2004. Many rare trees were lost. The damage to the canopy, which  

protected the orchids and lower story plants, was devastating. There was also consid-

erable damage to the roof vents of the greenhouse.  

 

The garden was making a comeback when it was whacked again by Hurricane 

Wilma in 2005.  

 

Now it is back in perhaps its best form ever, just in time for the recession to slam it 

harder than any of our recent storms. 

 

A group of volunteers has launched a ''Save Our Garden'' campaign to stop the 

American Orchid Society from closing its doors to the public at the end of May, as 

was announced last month. 

 

Smith said it is a combination of the economy, the loss of membership and a drop-

off in donations that led to the decision to close the gardens. The society will con-

tinue its orchid judging program, magazine, and worldwide conservation and re-

search efforts. 

 

''It was a shock to so many people,'' orchid lover Jackie Wood said. ``They said if we 

had only known, we would have donated money.'' 

 

Now, the Boca Raton woman said, those people will have a chance to do just that.  

 

Wood, Jupiter resident Rhonda Heide and other members of two society advisory 

committees have until the organization's board meets on April 24 to line up enough 

pledges to persuade it not to close the four-acre garden in Delray Beach. 

 

A projected $500,000 deficit in its $2.5 million operating budget spurred the board 

to agree to close the gardens to the public and lay off about half of its 25-member 

staff. 

 

How to help: Send a donation or note of support to Jim Jordan, AOS, 16700 AOS 

Ln., Delray Beach, FL 33446  
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IRELANDôS WILD ORCHIDS ï A FIELD GUIDE  
 

Brendan Sayers  and Susan Sex. 

Nicholson and Bass , 109pp. 2008. 

 

Ever since the publication of ñIrelandôs Wild Orchidsò by Brendan Sayers and 

Susan Sex in 2004, the pressure has been on them both to produce a field guide to 

enable the gardener, wild-flower enthusiast, amateur botanist, tourist, to identify the 

thirty species of native Irish orchids in the wild. The original publication is a  

collectorsô item and selling at very high prices. 

  

Brendan and Susan have now presented us with this field guide which is a truly  

magnificent production. All the artwork is new, produced over the 2005-2008  

growing seasons, and the text and descriptions are entirely up to date. Before moving 

to the individual plant information, there are short sections introducing well-known 

sites, conservation, hybridisation, morphology (plant parts) and spur types. This last 

section in particular is so well drawn and painted that mistakes in identification are 

almost impossible even for the most amateur plant lover.  

 

There follows the actual field guide to each species and some hybrids. Here we have 

the actual plant description accompanied by photographs and drawings.  Height of 

plant, Habitat, Flowering Period, Status, Distribution and Variation are all dealt with 

in a very compact way, each page of text accompanied by a painting. At the end of 

each genus section is a useful page for the readerôs own notes and experiences. An 

index and bibliography complete the text and, a masterstroke, a small ruler and mag-

nifying glass are attached to the bookôs cover to assist identification. 

 

The field copy is also waterproof! Polyart, a virtually untearable moisture proof 

ñpaperò has been used and as the guide is spirally-bound it will lie flat as the reader 

studies/photographs the plant in its surroundings. This is a useful feature in our Irish 

climate and it does not detract in any way from the glorious colour of the artwork 

and photographs.  

 

I recommend this book wholeheartedly to members. Buy the field copy and keep it 

in the car. Buy the limited edition Library copy for perusal during the winter months 

and good orchid hunting!   ǅ 

 

ñIrelandôs Wild Orchids-a field guideò may be purchased at www.orchidireland.ie 

and at the National Botanic Gardens, Glasnevin, Dublin 9.  

Price: Field copy 35 euro including p&p. 

           Library copy 175 euro including p&p.  

                                                                                               MARY BRADSHAW  

http://www.orchidireland.ie/
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Habenaria medusae  

Habenaria medusae  
 
An astounding terrestrial orchid from Southeast Asia, this species exhibits some  

of the extreme diversity in habit and flower form exhibited in the orchid family.  

 

The white colors and long nectar spur imply that this species has a pollinating  

relationship with a night flying moth species. The plant grows from an underground 

storage root like a tulip or a crocus. 

 

James Osen, Smithsonian Institution 
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    Calendar of Events  April ï July 2009  

IRISH ORCHID SOCIETY EVENTS  

APRIL ï JULY 2009 

 

April 3ðFriday  

Dublin Orchid Fair preview  

National Botanic Gardens, Glasnevin ï 7.00pm 

 

As usual Society members and guests are invited to 

admire the display and sales tables for the Dublin  

Orchid Fair. A good opportunity to get the best pick of 

the buys. 

 

April 4 and 5 ï Dublin Orchid Fair  

Saturday and Sunday 

National Botanic Gardens, Glasnevin ï  

10.00am ï 5.00pm 

 

Burnham Nurseries will have a display and sales table 

offering orchid species and hybrids. Orchid accessories 

will also be available. The Irish Orchid Society will be 

on hand to offer advice to purchasers of orchids and to 

encourage new members. 

There will be talks and visits to the orchid house at 

Glasnevin on both days.  

 

May 10ðSunday  ï Fieldtrip to the Burren  

Meet at the Pier in Ballyvaughan, Co. Clare at 11am 

 

An early visit to the Burren to see Orchis mascula, 

Neotinea maculata and possibly Dactylorhiza occiden-

talis. These orchids are usually finished flowering for 

the July fieldtrip and this is an opportunity to search 

out the rare dense-flowered Irish orchid and to see the 

great variation in the early purple orchid.  

 

May 11ðMonday ï Jeff Hutchings of Laneside  

Orchids 

National Botanic Gardens, Glasnevin  8.00pm 

 

Jeff will talk about growing hardy orchids in the gar-

den and will have plants for sale. This is an opportu-

nity to see how one can extend their collections to the 

outdoors and to get hints and tips on growing orchids 

outdoors successfully.  


