Mountain Pitcher Plants and their future


I am a Biologist with over 40 years of experience in teaching and Field Biology. Many years ago I became interested in the native Pitcher Plants of North Carolina, and became aware of their plight. I began looking in area herbaria to find any records of Pitcher Plants, and following up on sometimes fragmented records. I became aware that many populations were either diminishing or just holding their own, or in many cases completely extirpated (see Case and Case studies of the 1970's). In my searches for extant populations I found old records, stories from people who had performed studies (Charlie Moore of Brevard, NC, one of Case and Case's sources for Western NC), and snippets of information culled from old periodicals, and word of mouth stories from locals, and began to look for them.


The Mountains of Western North Carolina have a very few mountain bogs, and they are often in the way of development, as these large alluvial areas make wonderful golf courses (the largest former population in Etowah, NC is now a golf course, and where Wherry described the type locality is now a country club and golf course) and other recreational facilities that bring a high profit for the owners of the land. These bogs have been home to a number of rare species, among them Orchids, and the mysterious Pitcher Plant. There are only two species of Pitcher Plant, both considered by some to be subspecies of other more numerous plants of other areas. They are:

Sarracenia rubra Walter ssp. jonesii (Wherry) Wherry , the Mountain Sweet (or Red) Pitcher Plant, and

Sarracenia purpurea L. subsp.venosa {(Raf.) Wherry} var.montana {Schnell & Determann}  the Mountain Purple Pitcher Plant


I myself disagree with this treatment, and though I have no degree to lend authority, I argue that, as these populations are completely isolated from all other populations of their “species”, and also have distinct characteristics different from others of their groups, that they are showing the process of speciation, therefore they could be more conveniently be called species themselves. I call them (informally):

Sarracenia jonesii Wherry, and

Sarracenia montana Schnell and Determann

(Oddly enough, I began calling it S. montana around 1978 in the protest that it was different from other populations. I, of course, did not publish this name, so can claim no credit, though I am glad Schnell came up with the name; it saves me the trouble of learning a new one!)


I discovered, much to my consternation, that more than one of the original populations found by Wherry in the early 20'th Century (circa 1920) was replaced by a golf course or country club or both, completely destroying the hydrology these rare plants depend on, and destroying germ plasm that is sorely needed in this century to guarantee a healthy population. Time after time, I would go to a site and ask about it, only to be told “that convenience store's where the swamp used to be”, or a similar story. At one site, a degraded bog site with scattered trees where I was told by Charlie Moore I could find them, I was told by the land owner “some Dutchman come and dug all of them up, and was looking for some other flower (likely Orchids) too. I think he got all of them Flycatchers (local name for Pitcher Plant, and yes, he did get all of them, and any Orchid that may have been there too). This was likely a representative of a commercial nursery; often populations of both Orchids and Pitcher Plant have been stripped out of some localities due to collecting for the nursery trade, especially if the land owner had no clue of their value. This land owner was considering expanding his trailer park into “the swamp”, and felt the “flycatchers” and “lilies” (Orchids) were “in the way”.


My proposal is to perform a study on the remaining populations. I would like to find and document populations still in the wild, and document the population's inhabited area, health, and the relative health of individual plants in the population using a range of criteria such as clump size, size of growing season leaves as compared to documented sizes of leaves both from cultivated and herbarium sources, and document apparent recruitment by observing seedling presence or absence, and relative size. Further study would encompass comparison across growing seasons, the feasibility of reintroducing plants into historic areas and habitats, studying habitats and localities where they were historically found (determined by herbarium specimens, literature references, and possibly word of mouth) and determining what the locality needs in order to once again support a healthy population of Pitcher Plants (and, hopefully Bog Orchids), and what would be needed to maintain the populations in the future. 


I am a 58 year old Biologist, a graduate of Mars Hill College, and attended graduate studies at Appalachian State University. I have a physical disability that makes it impossible to work a full time job (I am permanently and completely SSD disabled – Type B Aortic Dissection) , but I am still able to engage in many ordinary activities, including moderate hiking. As I live within a day's drive or less from most of the montane populations of Pitcher Plant, I am uniquely well situated to perform a long term study of this nature. I am well grounded in Botany, Ecology, and a very good appreciation of the type of habitat required by this fascinating group of plants.

 To perform this study in an effective way, I would need a few things:

· Reliable transportation – at this time we only have one car, and my wife needs it for work. Any small station wagon, mini van or truck in good mechanical condition would do. It does not have to be new.

· A laptop or netbook computer, or some other inexpensive portable device with which to enter and save data.

· A small stipend to defray the cost of travel, food, and possible overnight lodging, and other incidentals and expenses.

· Affiliation with a group, foundation, or university, in order to lend credence to what I am doing.

· Access to college and university herbaria, and the attendant locality data.

· Access to any relocation or reintroduction data, and records of successes or failures. (See www.pitcherplant.org)


With a study of this nature, I wish to make a difference in a world that is becoming ever poorer in species diversity, and hope to help preserve these two species or subspecies that are in peril of extinction.
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