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Rare ‘rotting meat’ orchid in flower for first time in six years

One of the Royal Botanic Gardens Melbourne’s plant treasures has burst into flower for just the fourth time in its 40-year history, displaying blooms that release an overwhelming odour similar to rotting meat. 

The RBG’s specimen of the rare Tongue Orchid (Bulbophyllum fletcherianum) was collected in the wild in Papua New Guinea in the early 1970s. It has previously flowered in 1980, 2002 and 2005. 

The blooming Tongue Orchid is on display in the Tropical Glasshouse, which re-opened to the public today following extensive renovations. The Tongue Orchid will be in flower for the next two to three weeks. 

“The smell is quite unique and almost overpowering,” said Hayden Birch, Nursery Technician in the Tropical Glasshouse. 

“It’s really amazing to see it in flower, especially as we don’t know when it will happen again,” he explained.

The Tongue Orchid is one of the largest species of orchid in the world, with each leaf growing to almost 1.8 metres (six foot). The maroon, spike-shaped flowers can be up to 8cm long and, due to their odour, are very popular with blowflies and Carrion beetles. 

The Tongue Orchid is notoriously difficult to cultivate, with many plants not surviving collection from the wild. In its natural habitat, the Tongue Orchid prefers hot, exposed cliff faces and rocky outcrops between 250m and 800m above sea level. It likes humidity and prefers to grow near a stream. 

At the RBG, the Tongue Orchid has thrived in the Tropical Glasshouse where it is mounted on cork oak, surrounded by sphagnum moss, and situated close to the pond. 

The Tropical Glasshouse has been closed to the public since March 2010, when it sustained considerable damage during a major storm. Recent work has included the replacement of the glass-panelled roofs, installation of new fans to improve air circulation, and the building of a new rockwork surround for the water feature and pond. 
Note to visitors: The Tropical Glasshouse is open daily from 10am – 3.30pm. The Tongue Orchid is located in the centre of the back wall of the Glasshouse. 
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