Carnivorous Plants
At the July meeting we enjoyed a talk by Don Fitzgerald, on Carnivorous Plants.
Little is known about the origins of these plants, as their structure does not lend itself to fossilisation, though some seeds have been found in fossilised form. For a plant to qualify as a carnivore, it must attract, attack, and digest its prey. There are some plants which fulfil some but not all of these criteria – known as proto-carnivores. 
There are five basic types of trap in true carnivores. Firstly, the pitfall or pitcher traps, which have a modified leaf which acts as a landing pad, and then, once the insect has made its way inside the pitcher, a waxy substance coats their feet, and they slide down the exceptionally smooth surface, against downward-growing hairs, into a pool of digestive fluid in the bottom. Secondly, there are flypaper traps, which use sticky mucilage to hold an insect down while the plant exudes digestive fluid over them. Snap traps, such as the well-known Venus Flytrap, attract prey by secreting nectar, and then use a hair trigger system to set off the trap. There are also aquatic plants in this group. Bladder traps also have both terrestrial and aquatic forms, and operate by producing small bladders from which they pump out air or water to form a vacuum, then when a passing insect triggers a hair on the trap, a trapdoor opens, the meal is sucked inside, and the trap slams shut. Lastly there are lobster pot traps, which are easy to enter, but more difficult to leave – bristly hairs, or decreasing corkscrews, force the prey ever closer to the digestive chamber.
Don shared tips on care for these plants – most importantly, never use tap water, only rainwater or distilled water. They will die from the accretion of mineral salts found in tap water. Secondly, don’t use garden compost or potting compost – they like nutrient-poor soil. Seeds and starter plants can be planted in three parts sphagnum moss and one part agricultural sand. They should never dry out, but kept free-draining and damp, and they are hardy – almost all will tolerate an English winter outdoors. 
After the talk, attendees had the opportunity to buy some of these fascinating plants. The evening finished with light refreshments and a raffle. 
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