
! 1!

Endangered!Herb!–!Venus!Fly!Trap!(Dionaea!muscipula)!by!Abbie!White!5/17/15!

For!many!centuries!the!Venus!Fly!Trap!(VFT)!has!been!admired!and!treasured!worldwide.!!In!a!1750!

letter,!the!Governor!of!North!Carolina!described!the!plant’s!extraordinary!insect!eating!capabilities.!!

When!wellO!known!scientists,!botanists,!and!collectors!became!aware!of!this!plant,!the!local!names,!

“Meadow!Clams”!!and!"Tipitiwitchet",!were!replaced!by!present!Latin!and!common!names!representing!

a!!beautiful!and!captivating!goddess.!!There!is!a!popular!Darwin!quote!describing!this!plant!as!“one!of!

the!most!wonderful!in!the!world”.!!At!the!time!of!Darwin,!the!scientific!and!naturalist!community!

published!many!astute!observations!of!Dionaea!muscipala!as!part!of!a!quest!to!better!understand!the!

connection!of!humanity!with!the!environment.!A!book!titled,!The!Harmonies!of!Nature;!Or,!The!Unity!of!

Creation!by!G.!Hartwig!in!1866!describes!this!plant!with!animated!and!lively!language:!

!

!

For!many!years!plants!were!harvested!aggressively!from!a!very!geographically!limited!area!and!sent!

worldwide.!!Even!in!1910,!the!VFT!was!rare!in!its!native!habitat!as!noted!by!a!report!in!a!Congressional!

Serial!Set.!

!
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A!Book!titled!Ladies!Botany!published!in!1865!has!a!magnificent!and!detailed!image!of!VFT.!

!

In!1956,!this!plant!became!protected!and!a!violation!could!be!punished!with!a!fine!of!up!to!$50.!!

However,!poachers!continued!to!steal!plants!blatantly!from!parks!and!reservations.!!In!December!2014,!

North!Carolina!established!a!law!making!theft!of!plants!a!felony!punishable!by!over!two!years!in!jail.!!A!

widely!publicized!news!event!in!January!of!this!year,!details!the!arrest!of!four!men!for!having!970!plants,!

representing!a!significant!percentage!of!the!entire!native!population.!!The!message!is!now!loud!and!

clear!that!wild!stands!need!to!be!protected.!!Stopping!poachers!will!not!be!enough!to!save!this!plant!

from!extinction.!!Habitat!destruction!and!human!population!growth!are!bigger!problems!according!to!

Larry!Mellichamp,!a!VFT!expert!from!Charlotte,!NC.!!Larry!writes!in!correspondence!to!me!that!drainage!

ditches!and!the!increase!in!housing!in!Brunswick!County,!NC,!have!resulted!in!a!noticeable!decline!in!VFT!

populations!since!1985.!!Overall,!this!species!has!lost!90%!of!its!habitat!since!1900.!!Ecologists!have!

observed!that!VFTs!flourish!and!multiply!after!wild!fires!that!kill!shrubs!and!upper!story!vegetation.!!

With!increasing!developmental!pressure!from!housing,!business,!and!recreation!in!the!vicinity!of!

Wilmington,!NC,!natural!fire!events!on!large!tracts!of!land!are!less!tolerated.!!Quoting!Larry,!“It’s!almost!

always!the!loss!of!habitat!and!not!actual!loss!of!plants!that!causes!rarity!in!most!cases.”!

Thankfully,!this!plant!is!not!difficult!to!cultivate!and!propagate!when!one!has!the!appropriate!growing!

environment!and!technical!expertise.!!It!is!important!to!keep!the!plants!in!a!bright!sunny!location!and!to!

prevent!them!from!drying!out.!!A!terrarium!setting!is!usually!too!dark!and!results!in!problems!with!rot.!!
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Feeding!hamburger!and!refined!foods!will!harm!the!plants.!Commercial!greenhouses!manage!to!grow!

large!number!of!plants!from!tissue!culture!and!have!developed!some!very!colorful!and!exotic!cultivars.!!

Some!great!vendors!include!carolinacarnivores.com!and!californiacarnivores.com.!!There!is!an!Oregon!

operation!with!a!storefront!at!Flytrapcare.com.!!This!gorgeous!and!informative!website!shows!

propagation!by!seeds,!leaves,!and!divisions.!!!

I!am!confident!that!VFTs!used!for!medicine!come!from!ethical!growers.!!A!patent!was!filed!in!1985!by!a!

German!Scientist!for!a!whole!plant!extract,!named!Carnivora,!for!the!treatment!of!cancer.!!Another!

Carninvora!patent!filed!in!1988,!claims!the!product!works!for!herpes!and!colitis.!!Carnivora!has!an!

interesting!website!with!some!scientific!validity.!!My!inquiry!on!Herbmentor.com!requesting!personal!

experience!observations!was!not!answered.!!I!would!like!to!see!more!unbiased!research!so!that!I!can!

make!a!more!informed!decision!on!the!value!of!this!plant!as!a!medicinal!herb.!!To!that!end,!I!have!

purchased!some!plants!from!joelscarnivorousplants.com!with!the!intention!of!making!an!alcohol!extract.!!

I!will!see!if!I!can!duplicate!the!Carnivora!formula!and!gain!a!personal!perspective!on!its!usefulness.!

!

A!similar!type!medicine!is!described!as!an!extract!of!the!whole!plant!and!costs!less!than!Carnivora!and!is!

readily!available.!

!

Amazon!customer!reviews!from!verified!purchasers!are!generally!positive.!!One!customer!had!success!

with!treating!psoriasis!by!taking!the!product!internally!despite!the!fly!like!odor!and!taste.!!An!owner’s!
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dog!with!a!terminal!diagnosis!of!cancer!is!now!doing!well!and!has!lots!of!energy.!!The!VFT!Extract!is!

mixed!in!the!dog’s!food!bowl.!!One!person’s!skin!lesion!has!almost!gone!away!with!several!external!

applications!of!drops.!!I!examined!medical!literature!on!the!validity!of!the!healing!claims!and!am!

undecided!on!the!merits!of!this!VFT!extract.!!I!suspect!that!patients!are!using!many!healing!modalities!

for!their!medical!condition!at!the!same!time!and!so!the!exact!influence!of!the!VFT!Extract!is!hard!to!

figure!out.!!I!would!love!to!know!indigenous!medicinal!use!of!this!plant!to!help!validate!present!day!

claims.!!This!knowledge!is!not!appearing!in!my!searches.!!A!conversation!with!an!Indian!Healer!in!the!

Carolinas!could!be!very!enlightening.!!I!contacted!the!North!Carolina!Historical!Museum!and!the!North!

Carolina!Native!Plant!Society!seeking!information!about!folklore!and!ethnobotanical!use!of!VFT!by!the!

Waccamaw!Indians.!!In!terms!of!folkore,!I!was!informed!that!among!older!white!residents!of!Lake!

Waccamaw,!that!a!Halloween!ritual!reminded!you!“Come!in!so!the!VFT!won’t!get!you”.!!Interestingly,!

the!early!name!Tipitiwitchet!translates!as!“vagina”!and!there!is!a!great!blog!that!describes!the!name!

history!here.!http://tywkiwdbi.blogspot.com/2010/02/etymologyOofOtipitiwitchet.html!

Undeniably,!the!most!important!contributions!of!this!plant!to!mankind!are!the!curiosity!and!fascination!

aspects,!which!stimulate!the!imagination!and!energize!us.!!Many!of!us!adore!these!animated!plants!and!

attribute!them!with!strong!moods!and!behaviors.!!Recently,!I!bonded!with!my!14!yearOold!nephew!while!

making!a!purchase!of!VFTs!at!a!farmers!market!in!Raleigh,!North!Carolina.!!My!nephew!normally!avoids!

eye!contact!and!conversation!with!me.!!With!the!plants,!he!became!very!excited!and!engaged!with!me.!!!

I!consider!this!to!be!a!very!positive!milestone!in!our!relationship!and!am!likely!to!buy!him!more!

carnivorous!plants!soon.!

!

As!humans!we!are!always!looking!for!meaningful!relationships.!!We!anthropomorphize!and!identify!with!

a!plant!that!actively!captures!and!kills!nasty!houseflies!with!a!beautiful!thorn!covered!clasping!

mechanism.!!Throughout!the!ages,!we!see!evidence!of!inspiration!and!fantasy.!The!popular!drama!titled!

the!Little!Shop!of!Horrors!features!a!manOeating!plant!that!looks!very!much!like!a!comic!image!of!

Dionaea!muscipala.!!Google!Images!has!many!gorgeous!and!colorful!pictures.!
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!

Pictured!below!is!the!VFT!manifesting!itself!as!an!adult!Halloween!costume.!!!I!can!easily!imagine!many!

party!guests!wanting!to!share!finger!food,!gummy!worms,!and!a!Tequila!caterpillar!cocktail!with!this!

costumed!figure.!!I!will!bookmark!this!outfit!idea!for!a!future!party!event.!

!

A!child’s!toy!sold!on!toyrsus.com!features!the!sophisticated!skill!and!power!of!this!plant.!!The!VFT!is!

clearly!a!plant!that!makes!people!of!all!ages!happy!and!excited.!!For!so!many!reasons,!I!would!prefer!to!

purchase!a!living!VFT!instead!of!this!tacky!plastic!toy!as!a!gift!for!a!young!child.!
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!

In!summary,!I!think!that!most!of!us!will!never!see!these!amazing!plants!in!the!wild!since!there!are!so!few!

in!a!very!geographically!limited!space!in!a!wetland!environment.!!Conservationists!are!truly!challenged!

with!preserving!existing!populations.!!You!have!every!right!to!purchase!enjoy!the!live!greenhouse!grown!

and!propagated!VFTs!that!you!find!at!the!mall!or!online.!!Share!them!with!your!children.!!My!own!

experience!has!taught!me!that!I!cannot!keep!them!alive!very!long!since!my!children!tend!to!poke!and!

prod!them!too!much,!being!motivated!by!the!desire!to!see!eating!in!action.!!You!may!want!to!

experiment!with!VFT!extract!medicine!since!there!is!evidence!for!its!medicinal!value!spanning!three!

decades.!!Please!share!any!of!your!experience!with!cultivation!and!medicinal!use!so!that!we!can!have!a!

better!understanding!and!relationship!with!this!remarkable!plant.!In!closing,!I!urge!you!to!look!at!the!

nature!photos!taking!by!a!Carolina!Biologist!and!Photographer!Todd!Pusser!at!his!website!

http://toddpusser.photoshelter.com/.!!Here!is!a!screen!shot!of!his!stunning!photo!of!a!VFT!feeding!on!a!

young!grasshopper.!

!


