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When carnivorous plants were first discovered, they caused uproar in the scientific world. The greatest botanist of the 18th century, Carl Linnaeus, pronounced the idea that they ate insects blasphemous, that it went against the way God had ordered the world. More than a century later, another great naturalist, Charles Darwin, would prove him wrong.

Darwin worked on many kinds of carnivorous plants and what he discovered both astounded and frightened him. Here were plants that behaved more like animals! Today we are still finding new surprises in the world of carnivorous plants.

The film travels from the swamps of the southern U.S. to remote, isolated mountains rising above the rainforests of South America, and from Borneo to South Africa searching out the latest astounding discoveries.

Carnivorous plants have evolved three ways of trapping insects – sticky, fly-paper traps, snap traps, like the familiar Venus fly trap, which work along the lines of an old-fashioned mousetrap, and pit-fall traps – the pitcher plants, with pitchers filled with liquid and digestive juices to drown and digest prey.

In South America, we explore the summits of isolated mountains called tepuis. These plateaus are lost worlds, barely known, high above the rainforests of Brazil, Guyana and Venezuela. They are the only homes of the sun pitchers. These pitcher plants have a drainage system built into the traps, to prevent them from overflowing in the constant rain.

In North America, the purple pitcher is full of living insects! It no longer produces enzymes but instead depends of several species of mosquito larvae to eat drowned insects and then drop their waste products into the water. It’s these that the pitcher plant absorbs. In southeast Asia, the flask-shaped pitcher does the same, but hidden in the depths of these pitchers are carnivorous mosquito larvae that devour other mosquito larvae.

But some pitchers in southeast Asia have formed even stranger relationships. One creates a home for ants in its stems and in return the ants keep the pitcher clean and slippery. The ants also help themselves to the pitcher’s prey and can even swim and dive in the toxic fluid to haul out chunks of insects.

The world’s largest pitcher plant – the Rajah pitcher – grows only on the slopes of Mount Kinabalu in Borneo. Recently, scientists have discovered perhaps the strangest relationship of all. The Rajah produces nectar that attracts tree shrews. The tree shrews balance on the lip of the pitcher to lick off the nectar and while there, urinate and defecate into the pitcher – nutrients that the plant can absorb. After dark, the summit rat, a species that only occurs on Mount Kinabalu, takes over.

Occasionally, accidents happen. Recently, dead and partially digested rats were found in the pitchers – making headlines worldwide.
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