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1. Gotchal

Everything is quiet in the bog. Or
almost everything.

A tiny black fly buzzes around,
looking for food. All of a sudden, it
smells nectar, a sugary juice that
plants make. The sweet smell is
cbming from a strange plant growing
flat against the ground.




The fly lands near the plant and
crawls toward a leaf. Closer, closer,
closer. :

SNAP!

The leaf slams shut, squishing
the fly between two green walls.

The fly tries to get out but can’t.
The fly will never escape. This plant
will eat it alive!

How can a plant eat a fly?

It's easy for the Venus flytrap.

The Venus flytrap is just one of
more than six hundred kinds of
plants that eat insects and other
tiny animals. These plants are
called carnivorous (kar-NIV-ur-us).
This word means “meat-eating.”

- Carnivorous plants are the T. rexes
~ of the plant world.




- Eating bugs might seem like a
strange thing for a plant to do. And it
is. Most plants get everything they
need to be healthy from sun, rain, and
soil. But insect-eating plants grow in
very poor soil. They make up for this
by eating bugs. For these plants,
eating bugs is like taking a vitamin
pill.

Scientists say that insect-eating
plants are very old. The first one
appeared about sixty-five million
years ago, around the time of the
dinosaurs and long before there were
any people on Earth.

We know about these old plants
because just as there are dinosaur
fossils, there are also plant fossils.




The oldest known carnivorous
plant is Aldrovanda (al-dro-VAN-duh).
Scientists have found fossils of its
seeds.

Meat-eating plants hunt very
differently than meat-eating animals.

Unlike animals, plants don’t have
legs. So they can’t move around and
hunt their prey like animals can.
Plants don't have claws and sharp
teeth either. But they can still catch
food.

How do they do it?

With tricks and traps.




. spines along the edges. Many traps

1 .are no larger than a dime. The biggest

1 are about the size of a half-dollar.
A Venus flytrap has about seven leaf
traps. : 5

On each leaf is a red spot. Insects

like red, and they head toward it. The
spot is covered with sweet nectar that
lures the insect like fish to bait. But
it’s a trick. Instead of finding food,
the insect becomes food for a hungry

- plant.




When a fly, or any other small
insect, crawls onto a Venus flytrap
leaf, it touches a tiny hair. Then the
fly touches another tiny hair. These
little hairs are triggers.

When two trigger hairs are
touched or when one trigger hair is
touched twice, the leaf trap suddenly
snaps shut. The two sides of the leaf
close around the insect. Like the bars
of a cage, the spines keep the bug
from escaping. :




The Venus flytrap takes several

: ‘days—sometimes as long as a week—
to eat its food. The plant makes

~ special juices that break down flies,
 spiders, ants, beetles, and any other
bugs unlucky enough to get caught.

. The leaf will not open again until it is
done with its meal.

- Each Venus flytrap leaf can open
'nd close ahout seven times. Thls

S. Then the leaf opens as wide as
) _and ]ust acts 11I«:e a regular Ieaf




3. Slurp!

Another type of insect-eating plant is
the bladderwort. It is also an active
trap. There are more than two
hundred kinds of bladderworts. Some
have beautiful flowers that look like
orchids. But quicker than you can

~ blink your eye, bladderworts suck up

their prey.
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The bladderwort’s traps are tiny
pouches shaped like little eggs. Most
bladderworts grow in ponds or lakes.
The plant’s stem and flower grow
above the water, but the traps are
underwater. When tiny water animals
swim by, they touch a trigger hair on

the plant’s trapdoor. In less than half
a second, the pouch opens, sucking
the water and the animal inside—just
as you'd suck juice through a straw. It
takes about one hour for the plant to
reset the trap. Then it’s ready to catch
another passing bug.
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4. Slip and Slide

Like a small helicopter, a bee whizzes
in for a landing on the edge of a plant.
The bee smells nectar and wants a
sip. It crawls inside the plant and
quickly loses its footing. The plant
walls are slippery.
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~ The bee begins to slide. It tries as
hard as it can to climb out, but tiny
‘downward-pointing hairs keep it from
crawling back up. Down, down, down
the bee slides. It can’t stop. At the

- SPLASH! The bee falls in. It can’t
~ get out. Soon the bee drowns, Then
hemicals in the water help the plant
digest the bee just as chemicals inside

bottom of the plant is a pool of water.

A - countries where it is hot

= tropical pitcher plants

They, too, use nectar i
to bait insects. But they -
just sit still and wait ]
for their victims to fall
inside.

There are many
different kinds of pitcher .
plants. Some grow on
long vines in tropical

all year round. Many

_grow m rainforests on
ains thousands of
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Borneo is home to the bigéest,
most spectacular pitcher plants in the
world. Some have stems more than
sixty feet long that snake along the
ground or hang from trees. Some are
big enough to trap a tree frog or a
small bird. Others are so tiny they
can’t catch anything larger than an
ant.

Tropical pitcher plants look like
hanging pouches. The plant’s “pitcher”
is really a leaf that grows in an
unusual shape. The opening is the
pitcher’s mouth. The pouch 1s its
stomach.
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Most tropical pitcher plants are
climbing vines that usually have two
types of pitchers. Lower pitchers are
shaped sort of like cans. Because
they are closer to the ground, lower
pitchers catch crawling insects. Upper
pitchers are shaped like funnels.
Upper pitchers catch mostly flying
insects such as honeybees, flies, and
hornets.

Above the plant’s mouth is a hood
that acts like a little umbrella. It
keeps the pitcher from filling up with
rainwater. Flying insects use the hood
as a landing pad.

thread acts like a safety line.

A

Sometimes it is robbed by a food thief
A diving spider can dive into the
pitcher and steal a bug the plant has
trapped. Diving spiders can get out o ;
pitcher plants without being trapped.
They crawl up a silk thread that
they spin from their bodies. The
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In the southern United States,
pitcher plants grow in wet swampy
places called pitcher plant bogs. They
look very different from tropical

pitcher plants. These pitcher plants
don’t hang from trees or cliffs.
Instead, they look like trumpets
growing out of the ground. In
Alabama, where many pitcher plants
grow, people call them “bug catchers.”
These pitcher plants come in all
sorts of different sizes and colors. The
purple pitcher plant is one of the most
widespread insect-eating plants. It
has some silly nicknames: huntsman’s
cap, sidesaddle pitcher plant, and
frog’s britches. :
The parrot pitcher plant has been
known to catch green tree toads and
chameleon lizards.
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This pitcher plant grows in
Oregon and California. It is called the
cobra lily. Can you guess how it got its
name?

The plant looks like a snake’s
head. It even has two flaps that look
like fangs. The fangs make nectar.

Insects land on the fangs and then
crawl inside the plant. But the cobra
lily has a trick in store for its victims.
It has fake light spots on the roof of
its hood. Insects inside the plant see
the spots and think there is a way out.
But when the insect tries to escape by
flying to the light, it crashes head-on
into the plant’s wall. Down it falls into
the water-filled trap.
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With all these tricks—light spots,
hoods, pointy hairs, slippery sides—
yvou'd think every bug would want to
stay away from pitcher plants. But
some bugs actually live inside them!

In fact, the water in pitcher plants
is a perfect place for a mosquito to lay
her eggs. When the eggs hatch, the
young wormlike animals called larvae
(LAR-vee) live in the water. The
larvae are so small, they could fit in
this letter O. No one knows why, but
the pitcher plant does not eat them. So
even pitcher plants can be a home for
somebody.
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5. Sticky Fingers

Sundews are some of the prettiest
bug-eating plants around. But don’t
let that fool you. They are also pretty
deadly.

Each sundew has tentacles that
grow on its leaves. Sundews get their
name from the little gluey balls that
look like dewdrops on their tentacles.
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When a beetle flies over the plant,
it smells the plant’s nectar and lands u
to take a sip. Then it gets stuck to the 1
gooey balls. The beetle tries to pull its ]
legs free. But it’s no use. The flarder
the beetle tries to escape, the more
glue the sundew makes.

Then this passive trap becomes
very active. The sticky tentacles
slowly wrap around the insect’s body,
squeezing it so hard that it can’t
breathe. The sundew’s tentacles make
an acid that turns the beetle into
beetle juice. The plant feeds on its
“insect slurpy” for several days.

Sundews come in all sizes. The
pygmy sundew is no bigger than a
penny. The staghorn sundew may )
have as many as twelve branches and
spread two feet across. It can catch
larger bugs, like butterflies and moths.
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Long ago, people believed that
sundews could cure sickness. Many
medicines were made from sundews.
Mashed or chewed leaves were rubbed
on warts, corns, and sunburns. Juices
or teas made from the leaves were
used to treat different diseases and
problems such as asthma, whooping
cough, and even toothaches. Some
doctors today think that as a cough
medicine, this old home remedy really
works!

The great British scientist Charles
Darwin was fascinated by sundews.
He thought they had a stronger sense
of taste and touch than any animal he
had studied. Darwin spent twenty

years studying insect-eating plants. In
1875, he wrote an entire book about
them.
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6. Hungry Plants
and You

Some of these plants seem pretty
scary. But can a meat-eating plant
hurt a person?

No. The traps of most carnivorous
plants are very small. Even the
largest—on the monkey pot pitcher
plant—are no bigger than a football.
The biggest animal ever found in a
monkey pot pitcher plant was a rat.

The rat may have been sick or
weak because a healthy rat could easily
claw its way out of a pitcher plant.
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So there’s nothing for you'to
worry about. You could crush most
carnivorous plants under vour foot.
But please don’t!

Some of these plants are
endangered, just like certain animals.
The bogs and wetlands where many
of these plants live are being cleared
for farms and houses. In other places,
pollution from fertilizers and
pesticides poisons the soil and kills
the plants. ;

Venus flytraps are now extremely
rare. They grow wild in only one
place in the entire world—a narrbw :
strip of land just ten miles wide and
one hundred miles long on the coas
of North and South Carolina. I
against the law to pick wild Ven
flytraps. Poachers who get caught
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Just as zoos try to save endangered
animals, botanical gardens try to save
endangered plants. They collect seeds
and grow Venus flytraps, sundews,
pitcher plants, and bladderworts.

[f you want to see a hungry plant
in action, try going to a botanical
garden. Many have whole displays of
insect-eating plants.
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Or you can even try growing a
carnivorous plant at home. Just let it
catch its own buggy snacks. Some
people try to help by feeding their
plants hamburger. That’s a mistake. It
can kill the plant! All the plant’s
energy is used up digesting the
hamburger.

Remember—the only kind of fast
food these plants eat is the kind that
flies.

SNAP!

If you like reading exciting stories
written in paragraphs,
look for these Step into Reading books:

AMAZING RESCUES

BASEBALL CAMP ON THE PLANET OF THE EYEBALLS
BEXN FRANKLIN AND THE MAGIC SQUARES ¢

THE BERENSTAIX BEARS AND THE ESCAPE OF THE BOGG BROTHERS
DO NOT OPEN THIS CRATE!

ESCAPE NORTIL: The Story of Harriet Tubman

EXTINCT! Creatures of the Past

THE GREAT HOUDINE World-Famous Magician and Escape Artist
HELEN KELLER: Courage in the Dark

HUNGRY PLANTS

ICE MUMMY

JOAN OF ARC

A MARE FOR YOUNG WOLEF

THE MYSTERY OF THE PIRATE GHOST

NO TOOTH, NO QUARTER!

THE PERFECT PONY

POMPEIL . . . BURIED ALIVE!

THE SECRET OF FOGHORN ISLAND

SNAKE CAMP

SOCCER SAM

SPOOKY AMERICA

THOMAS JEFFERSON'S FEAST

THE TITANIC: Lost . . . and Found

TUT'S MUMMY: Lost . . . and Found

20,000 BASEBALL CARDS UNDER THE SEA
VOLCANOES! Mountains of Fire

WILD CATS

WILD HORSES
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