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http://www.missouriplants.com/Cryptotaenia_canadensis_page.html
http://www.missouriplants.com/Daucus_carota_page.html
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http://www.missouriplants.com/Laportea_canadensis_page.html
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BUNCHFLOWERS:

Two trails from the same park. It’s surprising how different they can be from each other! Earlier in the year we botanized
along the Mooner’s Trail where we always look for the lavender-colored Hepatica buttercup (whose leaves look like
they’ve melted together). Today on the Swimming Deer Trail we had the Bunchflower (Melanthium woodii) on our radar.
And we found lots of them — “Bunches of Bunchflowers” as somebody joked.

Bunchflower’s old name was “Veratrum” (a “truly” easy-to-remember name). But its new name Melanthium (dark +
flower) is even better. It belongs in the same “Blissful Etymology Club” as Helianthus (sun + flower) and Leucanthemum
(white + flower). If only all botanical names were so simple and descriptive!

Actually, what we mostly found today were bunches of leaves, not bunches of flowers. We only found a few plants that
displayed the tall flowering stalk with its panicle of dark maroon flowers. The large leaves form a rosette, like Comfrey
and American Columbo — but look frazzled and stressed-out with their conspicuous parallel veins — like the neck of a
weightlifter struggling during a lift. Well, we’ll soon learn that they have a lot of guilt to be stressed-out about.

When we were all gathered together in an area full of Bunchflower plants, John unexpectedly started talking about
mammal embryology. He told us that “cyclopia” (being a cyclops with one big functional eye in the middle of your face)
is a real thing. In fact as embryos we all start out that way — with one “eye center”. But during development there’s a
process in which our “eye center” gets divided right down the middle. This division is accomplished, believe it or not, by
a protein called “Sonic Hedgehog”.

As we stood there in the field of Bunchflower plants scratching our heads, John tied it all together. Thanks to the sacrifice
of countless cycloptic sheep and goats that were born in the last century, it was deduced that various Veratrum /
Melanthium plants were the cause of these severe birth defects. These plants produce an alkaloid called “cyclopamine”
(another candidate for the “Blissful Etymology Club”). Cyclopamine blocks the Sonic Hedgehog from completing its task
of dividing the “eye center”.

But none of us started kicking and uprooting the evil Bunchflower plants around us. Why? First of all, they’re C8 plants.
There’s a law against hurting a C8 plant (not really, but there should be). Secondly, the Sonic Hedgehog protein is also
found in the production of human cancers. If cyclopamine can block the hedgehog when it’s dividing our eye-center,
maybe it can also block it when it’s producing cancer. And it can! So bring out the Miracle-Gro! Our beguiling
Bunchflowers aren’t the villains that the sheep industry makes them out to be. They’re actually... OUR HEROES!


http://www.missouriplants.com/Prunella_vulgaris_page.html
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GRASSES and SEDGES:

We usually overlook — conveniently overlook — the grasses and sedges. But you’ll notice that several are listed in our
species list today. That’s because Alan Brant was with us. He can see things that most of us graminophobes can’t. So
thank you, Alan, for helping us open our eyes to the real world.

A SURPRISE GEUM:

Normally we only see 2 Geums in the St. Louis area: Geum vernum (Spring Avens) and Geum Canadense (White Avens).
We often just walk past these common plants without even acknowledging their existence — much as we do with the poor
Sanicula plants and worst of all the shamefully ignored Virginia Creeper. But today as the rest of us walked past yet
another Geum without even blinking, Alan stopped, pointed to it, and exclaimed: “Geum virginianum!” In Missouri,
Cream Avens is a rare C9 plant. It’s more common in states east of us. Most of us have probably never even seen one. It
looks a lot like our White Avens, but in addition to the slight color difference of its flower, it has sepals longer than the
petals, a lower stem that is much hairier, and larger stipules. I’m not sure that the lesson stuck, because on our way back
we all walked right past it without even blinking.

FREE PHOTOS: Once again Kathy Bildner has shared some photos with us — including several of the famous
Bunchflower! You can find them on our Google Drive HERE.

PARTICIPANTS:

There were 9 of us botanists who braved the heat today. We are, in alphabetical order:

Kathy Bildner, Alan Brant, Jerry Castillon, Wayne Clark, Michael Laschober, John Oliver, David Steinmeyer,
George Van Brunt, and Laura Yates.
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