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Book reviews

Orchids of Samoa, by Phillip Cribb and W.
Arthur Whistler. Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew.
1996. 141 p. and 18 pl. ISBN 1-900347-01-6.
Price UK£15.00

This is the latest in the series of Pacific orchid stud-
ies from the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, and fol-
lows on from “Orchids of Vanuatu” (Lewis & Cribb
1989) and “Orchids of the Solomon Islands and
Bougainville” (Lewis & Cribb 1991). Each has a
similar format and the orchid taxonomist Phillip
Cribb of Kew as one of the authors. As in these
works, “Orchids of Samoa” contains many very
useful line drawings, often with dissected flower
parts displayed, contributed by Sue Wickison,
Susanna Stuart-Smith, and Mair Swann. In addition,
there is a block of 18 colour plates with photographs
of 81 species and these give a very good idea of the
great range of form amongst Samoan orchids. There
does not seem to be an acknowledgement for these
but they were obviously taken by a person or per-
sons very familiar with Samoan orchids in the wild,
such as the second author W. Arthur Whistler who
has studied the flora of Samoa and neighbouring
countries for many years. Regrettably there is no
index for these plates and the species illustrated are
not referred to in the text under their respective head-
ings.

With the publication of “Orchids of Samoa” there
are very few areas of the western South Pacific, i.e.,
Melanesia and West Polynesia, which do not have a
modem treatment of the Orchidaceae. Apart from
Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands there are orchid
floras of New Caledonia (Hallé 1977) and Fiji (Kores
1991), both very rich in numbers of species. The
other country in the region, apart from temperate
New Zealand, which has a fairly large number of
orchids for its size is Tonga. The northern high vol-
canoes of this country are close to Western Samoa
and most of their plants also grow in Samoa. There
are probably between 50 and 55 species of orchids
in Tonga compared with the 101 species in 47 gen-
era in Samoa as recorded by Cribb and Whistler.

On the other hand, the whole of East Polynesia
has a very impoverished orchid flora in comparison.

Even the Society Islands, on a similar latitude to
Samoa and containing the large high volcanic island
of Tahiti, have no more than ¢. 40 indigenous orchid
species. To the south-west in similar latitudes to
Tonga are the Cook Islands and, although also partly
volcanic and roughly comparable in area, there are
only 13 species in the latter. Hawai’i is the largest,
but also the poorest of all East Polynesian areas, for
it has only 3 indigenous species.

The lack of orchids east of Samoa is somewhat
surprising considering the dust-like wind-blown seed
which, as Cribb & Whistler point out, have probably
resulted in many orchid species arriving in Samoa
by island-hopping from the west. Also it is well-
known that some New Zealand orchids have arrived
from Australia on the strong westerly winds. Pre-
sumably the strong and persistent SE trade winds
blowing for much of the year in tropical Polynesia
are an important factor in the paucity of orchids on
the high islands of East Polynesia. Cribb and Whis-
tler remind us that many Pacific island orchids are
at least partly self-pollinating and spread
vegetatively by tubers or rhizomes. For successful
establishment seedlings require the presence of a
fungus with which the orchid could form a symbio-
sis. Given these facts it is predictable that the ende-
mism in Samoa orchids should be low and that the
majority of species also would occur in areas to the
west. Thus 69 species are shared with Fiji and 60
with Vanuatu. Even some of the 15 endemic species
are barely distinct from their closest relations else-
where.

Cribb and Whistler summarise the history of bo-
tanical work in Samoa, especially the collecting of
orchids. Most published accounts are by German and
Austrian orchid taxonomists, including such well-
known people as H. G. Reichenbach (1868), F.
Kraenzlin (1909), Rudolf Schlechter (1910), Karl
and Lily Rechinger (1910), and Ferdinand von
Mueller (1881) who became director of the Mel-
bourne Botanic Garden. Tragically the bombing of
the Berlin-Dahlem Herbarium during the Second
World War totally destroyed its orchid collections,
including many of Schlechter’s and Kraenzlin’s
Samoan types. The subsequent difficulty over decid-






