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Vanilla and 
Other Wonders 

of Nature
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Photo 1
New Caledonia. The endemic 

Megastylis gigas, one of 
the most common orchid 

species found on the island

C. LAUDEREAU

Orchids are masterpieces of evolutionary success 
and�aesthetic splendor.
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Plants in the family Orchidaceae have undoubt-
edly achieved the greatest evolutionary success 

among all types of plants pollinated by animals. Rep-
resentatives of this cosmopolitan family can be found 
on all the continents except Antarctica, and in all types 
of habitats except deserts (they avoid extremely dry 
areas). Adaptation to various groups of animals as 
pollinators and to different environmental conditions 
has led orchids to become a highly diverse group of 
plants in almost every aspect. Unlike other flower-
ing plants, orchids do not undergo double fertiliza-

tion, a characteristic process for angiosperms. Some 
��% of all orchid species are epiphytes, meaning that 
they grow with their roots attached to another plant. 
Orchids have many features adaptive to this lifestyle. 
For example, the roots of epiphytic orchids are sur-
rounded by a layer of dead cells, called velamen, which 
can quickly absorb water, either from rainfall or in the 
form of water vapor.

Orchids are a group of plants that displays a range 
of extremes � ranging from very small plants to true 
giants. Orchids are perennial plants, but there are cer-
tain species whose lower stem may become woody, 
such as Clematepistephium smilacifolium from 
New Caledonia. Orchid plants vary greatly in terms of 
size, from just a few millimeters to even ��� meters in 
length. The largest orchid is vanilla, a climbing plant 
with fleshy stems and leaves. The longest measured 
vanilla specimen was about ��� meters long, although 
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Photo 2
New Caledonia, 2019. 
A misty mountain forest
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