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Editorial

In my previous editorial, on the recent controversy around eponyms, I briefly mentioned that
there was a Dendrobium hybrid named after Kim Il Sung. As Joseph Arditti, who co-authored
a detailed paper on this subject (Soediono et al., 2011), kindly reminded me, there is much
more to be said about the fascinating backstory of this otherwise rather ordinary orchid. In
North Korea it is known as Kimilsungia, and in that strange country it is far from an ordinary
hybrid. A whole cult has sprung up around it. There is even an annual Kimilsungia Festival
held in its own festival hall in the capital Pyongyang, which is organized on the Day of the
Sun, the modestly named birthday of Kim Il Sung, 15 April.

President Kim Il Sung seeing newly bred Kimilsungia together
with Sukarno, President of the Republic of Indonesia
(April 13, 1965)

From Encyclopedia of Kimilsungia

The North Korean propaganda organs are so enchanted with Kimilsungia that they have written
several books about it and even translated these in English, perhaps thinking that they would
help spread the glory of their immortal but late Great Leader. One of those books is called
Encyclopedia of Kimilsungia (Thak et al., Juche 100 (2011)). Note that North Korea has its
own calendar, starting with Year 1, the birth year of Kim Il Sung, 1912. This Encyclopedia
exemplifies the relentless propaganda that pervades the lives of North Koreans. To me, it is
both hilarious and terrifying. Indented quotations below are all taken from the Encyclopedia.
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The hilarious parts are the many places in the book where Kim Il Sung and his orchid are
praised to such an exaggerated extent that it reads like a parody by someone who wants to
ridicule the concept of the ‘beloved Leader of the people’. This is best conveyed by sharing
some quotations.

Kimilsungia, which was named by Sukarno [in 1965, AS], the first President of the Republic of
Indonesia, reflecting the desire of the progressive people of the world, is loved by mankind not
only because it is beautiful but also it is symbolic of the greatness of President Kim Il Sung.

The editorial board issues Encyclopedia of Kimilsungia in reflection of the unanimous will of
the Korean people and the world’s progressive people who are desirous to bloom Kimilsungia
more beautifully and propagate it more widely on the occasion of the centenary of the birth of
President Kim Il Sung.

Parts of the Encyclopedia are remarkably similar to a speech by Kim Il Sung’s son Kim Jong
11, titled “Kimilsungia Is an Immortal Flower That has Bloomed in the Hearts of Mankind in
the Era of Independence”. This was a lengthy “Talk to the Senior Officials of the Information
Department of the Central Committee of the Workers' Party of Korea April 6, Juche 94 (2005)”.

By 2005, Kimilsungia Festivals were well established. Where Western orchid shows may have
10,000 plants of hundreds of different species and hybrids, it is done differently in North Korea:

The Seventh Kimilsungia Festival opened in a grand way on the 40th anniversary of the
naming of the flower. Over 10 000 pots of Kimilsungia were exhibited, thus making the
visitors cherish deep in mind the revolutionary exploits of President Kim Il Sung who
devoted his whole life to the country and people. The festival was participated by various
units of military organs, ministries, national agencies, provinces, service personnel,
people of all walks of life, youth and students of Korea, diplomatic missions and NGOs
in Pyongyang, friendship and solidarity organizations and foreign individuals.

The same point was made by Kim Jong Il in his speech, where he said: “Flower fairs and flower
exhibitions are held all over the world, where various species of rare flowers are displayed, but
there is none like the Kimilsungia Festival, in which one species of flower is exhibited
presenting a sea of that flower.” Did it not occur to Dear Leader Kim that a flower festival with
only one kind of flower might be a bit...limited? Well, perhaps it did occur to him because
during those festivals a garish red Begonia called Kimjongilia is on display too.

Propagandists never shy away from outright lies and fabrications, no matter how obvious. After
recalling how Kim Il Sung was praised by Stalin, which is perhaps not the recommendation
they think it is, the authors of the Encyclopedia write:

In June 1994, former US President Jimmy Carter visited Korea, and met Kim Il Sung. On his
way home, he had an interview with journalists and spoke highly of President Kim Il Sung, saying
that he was greater than George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln, major
presidents of the USA, put together.

What Jimmy Carter actually said was: “You have to remember that at home, President Kim 11
Sung is treated as a combination of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and Abe Lincoln.”
Spot the difference.

Besides lying a lot, propagandists also tend to get things wrong, often creating the opposite
impression of what they aimed for. I could hardly stop laughing when I read the following:



Sukarno paid a congratulatory visit to Kim Il Sung on April 15, latter’s birthday, and presented
him with a sculpture depicting a general riding Garuda, a legendary lobster of Indonesia. He
explained that the general on Garuda was just Kim Il Sung and Garuda was Chollima [a winged
horse in Korean mythology, AS] of Indonesia.

What? Garuda is a legendary /obster? No, my revolutionary friends, garuda is Indonesian for
‘eagle’. You have created an image of your beloved Kim Il Sung riding a flying lobster, which
makes him look rather silly, doesn’t it? Judge for yourself:
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Kim Il Sung riding a flying lobster. (image produced with Stable Diffusion)

Then, tragedy struck. The North Koreans wanted to grow this orchid in their own country, but
it had vanished.

But the flower failed to come to Korea owing to the unexpected situation created in Indonesia
[Sukarno was sidelined and then deposed by Suharto in 1966/67, AS]. To make the matters
worse, the director of the Bogor Botanical Garden disappeared without a trace and the
whereabouts of the flower became unknown.

Apparently, this director, named Susanna Kassan in the book, whose actual name was Soedjana
(or Sujana) Kassan, had been told by Sukarno to send some plants of Kimilsungia to North
Korea. He did not disappear (Soediono et al., 2011).

However, convinced that Kimilsungia would have been preserved and blown[sic] beautifully by
the Indonesian people who deeply respected and revered President Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il sent
officials to Indonesia in 1974 to find the flower.

Upon arriving in Indonesia, the officials began to trace Susanna Kassan, former director of the
garden, and C. L. Bundt, the botanist.



When they finally found out the whereabouts of Kassan, they knew that he had worked as a
hotel gardener in remote Bali Island and died of an incurable disease. They were told that Susanna
Kassan writhed in agony even in his sickbed of failing to send Kimilsungia to President Kim Il
Sung.

This anecdote was also recounted by Kim Jong Il in his speech but without the pathetic detail
of the last sentence, which must be a later adornment. To cut a long story short, they finally did
what they could have done in the first place (if the whole anecdote is not an invention), visit
the nursery of Carl Ludwig Bundt, who had bred this hybrid and still lived in Ujung Pandang.
He donated some plants of the hybrid to the North Koreans, who then found ways to cultivate
and propagate them in North Korea, as if their life depended on it (perhaps it did). More than
a decade later, in 1988, a special Kimilsungia greenhouse was opened at the botanical garden
in Pyongyang, which looked like this:

Kimilsungia Greenhouse

Greenhouse, North Korean style. From Encyclopedia of Kimilsungia

The following passage from Kim Jong II’s speech should not be left unquoted: “From olden
times, flowers have been considered symbols of beauty, love, peace and best wishes. Some
flowers are named after their shapes or characteristics, and others after persons. In our country
there is the Pongsonhwa (balsam-Tr.) flower named after a girl named Pong Son, and in China
the Yangguifei (poppy-Tr.) flower named after a Tang Dynasty beauty. There are also flowers
named after florists and plant collectors. But none had previously been named after a great
man.” Another lie. Many plants have been named after ‘great men’, however these are defined.

Kim Jong Il also gave some idea about the massive amount of effort expended on growing
Kimilsungia in North Korea: “Today, Kimilsungia is cultivated in every part of the country—
in Pyongyang, in the Mt. Paektu area and on Yonbaek Plain. A modern breeding centre for the
flower was set up in the Central Botanical Garden, and more than 300 greenhouses for
cultivating it were built in various places of the country. The fact that these modern greenhouses
were built in the most difficult days of the ‘Arduous March’ and forced march demonstrates
how warmly our soldiers and people revere President Kim Il Sung and how earnestly they miss



him. The two plants of Kimilsungia, a flower that was bred in a tropical island country in
honour of a great man and that struck its root in our country, have increased to an inestimable
number today because of the loyal hearts of our soldiers and people. (...)

We should not limit the cultivation of the flower to specialists, but turn it into a work
of the entire country and all the people. We should ensure that cultivating and propagating
Kimilsungia is not a process of simply cultivating and propagating a rare flower but a process
during which one cherishes loyalty to the Party and the leader, and displays it to the full.

Education by means of Kimilsungia is of great significance in enlightening the people
in the greatness of President Kim Il Sung.”

Imagine having to hear this kind of drivel day in, day out. But what about the name of this
orchid? It is of course nonsense to use a genus name like Kimilsungia for a Dendrobium hybrid.
That was apparently just a casual suggestion by Sukarno, who can be excused for not knowing
such things. One of Sukarno’s sons was better informed, if the Encyclopedia is to be believed,
for he had the hybrid registered:

After the President’s return to Korea, Sukarno kept Kimilsungia in his mansion and watched the flower for
a long while whenever he yearned after the President. Guntur Sukarno Putera [usually spelled
Sukarnoputra, AS], who knew his father’s mind better than anybody else, decided to register Kimilsungia
and widely introduce it to the world and submitted the application to the international orchid-related
society. On April 20, 1982, Kimilsungia was registered to the international orchid-related society in Britain.
Kimilsungia was introduced as a Dendrobium KIMILSUNG FLOWER in the periodical issued by the
society. From then on Kimilsungia secured its unchallengeable status as a famous flower acknowledged
by the International Society for Horticultural Science and a common treasure of mankind.

The ‘International Society for Horticultural Science’ is of course the Royal Horticultural
Society. According to its International Orchid Register there is indeed a Dendrobium
Kimilsung Flower, which was registered on 1 January1982; the originator (the plant breeder)
is given as C. Bundt, and the registrant as G. Putera (Sukarno’s son, according to the
Encyclopedia). However, there is also a Dendrobium Kim Il Sung, registered on 1 January
1970, registrant unknown, originator C. Bundt. There is even a Dendrobium Kimilsungia,
which was registered as late as 7 March 2003, again with unknown registrant and originator C.
Bundt. Both Dendrobium Kim Il Sung and D. Kimilsungia have the same parentage as D. Clara
Bundt (D. Ale Ale Kai x D. Pompadour), registered by C. Bundt on 1 January 1964, and are

therefore synonyms. Dendrobium Kimilsung Flower is a different hybrid (D. Ale Ale Kai x D.
Lady Constance). The Encyclopedia has a detailed chapter on the parentage of Kimilsungia,
which is given as being the same as that of D. Kimilsung Flower. If this were true, then the
commonly held opinion (e.g., Soediono et al., 2011) that Kimilsungia is a synonym of
Dendrobium Clara Bundt would be mistaken. According to the Encyclopedia Bundt made the
cross D. Ale Ale Kai x D. Lady Constance in 1962, and it first flowered in 1965. Is this the
hybrid that was shown to Kim Il Sung in Bogor in April 1965? Or was it D. Clara Bundt? It is
well possible that the plant shown in 1965, which Sukarno proposed to name after Kim Il Sung,
and the plants that eventually came to North Korea were not the same hybrid. The Encyclopedia
also suggests that Kimilsungia is not the name of the grex but a selected clone of D. Kimilsung
Flower:

Among the hybrids obtained from the crossings between the male and female parents of
Kimilsungia, the most beautiful plant with crimson violet petals and sepals and especially white-
tipped sepal was selected and named Kimilsungia.

If this were the case, then the correct name for Kimilsungia would be Dendrobium Kimilsung


https://apps.rhs.org.uk/horticulturaldatabase/orchidregister/orchidregister.asp

Flower grex ‘Kimilsungia’. Without a lot of further research, it will be difficult to get to the
bottom of the matter (who registered D. Kim Il Sung and D. Kimilsungia and how accurate is
the stated parentage?). Sources like the Encyclopedia are clearly unreliable. What is
indisputable, however, is that Kimilsungia is an unremarkable bigibbum-type Dendrobium
hybrid. There are hundreds like it. It is also indisputable, that making fun of the official North
Korean craze about this orchid would be a dangerous thing to do for a North Korean, punishable
by years of forced labour, if not death, and that is what makes a work such as this Encyclopedia
terrifying. All that effort to propagate not just a random orchid but also to enforce by any means
a ridiculous pack of lies is mind boggling and depressing. And don’t get me started on
Kimjongilia!
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National meeting to mark the 40th anniversary of the naming of Kimilsungia

Western orchid societies would be jealous of such attendance figures. From Encyclopedia of Kimilsungia
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Please click here for the Repository of past issues of the Orchid Research Newsletter,
starting with issue 39 (2002).
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Upcoming Conferences

We welcome any news about future orchid conferences for promotion here. Please send details to the editor as far
in advance of the event as possible, remembering that the Orchid Research Newsletter is published only in January
and July of each year.

I0OCCVIII PERTH 2024

a minute to midnight

The dates for the 8™ International Orchid Conservation Congress have been finalised:

Congress 3—6 September 2024
Post-congress fieldtrip 8—10 September 2024

Further details can be found on the Congress website: https://iocc8.com/

The Congress will be held at Curtin University, and it will be followed by an exciting fieldtrip
to see some of the orchids (and other plants) of the SW Australia Biodiversity Hotspot.
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The 23 World Orchid Conference will be held in Tainan, Taiwan, from 25 to 28 February
2024. See https://en.woc23.com

Jobs

We will be happy to announce job opportunities, provided they explicitly involve orchid research or conservation.
Please send details to the editor.

Funding Opportunities
We will be happy to announce funding opportunities, provided they explicitly involve orchid research or
conservation. Please send details to the editor.

The American Orchid Society is soliciting grant proposals for orchid research. Deadline is 1
March of each year. For application instructions see http://www.aos.org/about-us/orchid-
research/application-guidelines.aspx
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News from Correspondents

Please submit any news about recently completed research, future research plans and needs, change of address,
upcoming or recent fieldwork, etc. to the editor. Graduate students are especially encouraged to share the subjects
of their thesis or dissertation with the international community.

State-of-the-art conservation translocation of one of world’s rarest slipper
orchids

Viswambharan Sarasan
V.Sarasan(@kew.org

Globally, slipper orchids are probably in faster decline than any other orchid group. There are
about ten species of Paphiopedilum recorded in India. Except for the endemic Paphiopedilum
druryi (Bedd.) Stein (‘Drury’s Paphiopedilum’ or ‘Golden Paph’), these species are all found
in the north-eastern regions of India. The global population of P. druryi, about a couple of
hundred plants, is contained in the Agasthyamala Biosphere Reserve, in south India (a
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve). The subpopulations are restricted to a very small area in the
Kerala-Tamil Nadu border regions of the Western Ghats, a Global Biodiversity Hotspot.
Landslides, illegal collecting, trampling due to closeness of the locations to tourist sites, fire,
lack of natural recruitment of seedlings, and inadequate protection mechanisms are the current
threats for its continued existence.

This lithophytic orchid is found in a rocky habitat which likely makes it more prone to
extinction in an era of climate change and increased anthropogenic threats. The ecology of this
species is unique as it always co-occurs with the endemic grass Zenkeria sebastinei A.N.Henry
& Chandrab. According to [IUCN data published in 2015 the rate of decline is 90% within the
last three generations, and the species may become extinct in the wild within the next 100 years.
Additionally, adverse effects of climate change and anthropogenic threats are making it even
more vulnerable. Without immediate and serious intervention for its conservation a realistic
scenario is that this species may become extinct in the wild within a few decades.
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Previous efforts by scientists from the Jawaharlal Nehru Tropical Botanic Garden and Research
Institute (JNTBGRI) in Kerala helped to boost the ex sifu germplasm collection and led to the
reintroduction of around 50 plants. The Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, with INTBGRI and other
partners supervised by the Kerala State Council for Science, Technology and Environment are
planning to fundraise for the conservation translocation (through reinforcement, reintroduction,
and introduction) of P. druryi to prevent extinction of this charismatic species. This will be
done with the support of the Forest Department of Kerala for the protection of populations once
they are re-established in the wild.

Understanding soil conditions in the niche habitat they colonise is critically important for its
recovery and restoration back in the wild. As part of the project, we are aiming to study soil
microbiome of the remaining site and potential receiver sites to identify areas that are
compatible to augment populations back in the wild. A toolkit to understand the soil
characteristics, community composition of soil microbiome and the distribution of the endemic
grass, Zenkeria sebastinei in the receiver sites will help identify areas for successful
colonisation of this species. To increase survival back in the wild we will raise large numbers
of seedlings in vitro and harden them using state-of-the-art methods. Potential benefits of this
project will also include improving availability of plants for breeding and genetic diversity for
commercial horticulture and to reduce illegal collecting from the wild.

The aim is to grow thousands of seedlings in the next five years to make the plants available
for both conservation translocation projects, education and engagement programmes. This will
help raise awareness about the plight of other species that are on the brink of extinction and the
critical nature of conservation actions required. The seedlings grown at Kew and partnering
Indian institutions will be used for educating school children about the urgency of preventing
extinction and the science of conserving orchids on the brink. Empowering children will help
protect the remaining biodiversity for future generations in an era of climate change and
increased anthropogenic threats.

Paphiopedilum druryi. Photo Pankaj Kumar
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Recent Orchid Nomenclature

New orchid names may be retrieved from the revamped IPNI website: https://www.ipni.org/.
Click on “Advanced search”; after the search page appears, type in Orchidaceae under family
name and select a date in “Recorded after”. This will pull up a list of all orchid names added
to the IPNI database since that date. Also be sure to check the Plants of the World Online
website (https://powo.science.kew.org/) which provides similar information with added maps
and illustrations.

Recent Literature

If you are aware of any relevant and recent citations that should have been listed here or in the
previous issues, please send them to the editor for publication in the next issue (July 2024).
Book citations should include author(s), year of publication, title, publisher, and place of
publication (in that order). Journal titles should be spelled out in full.
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Morphological relationships and cross compatibility of seven Dendrobium species in
Indonesia. Biodiversitas 24(6): 3550-3558 (https:/doi.org/10.13057/biodiv/d240654).

Nishimura, G., Kaburagi, K., Lee, Y. L., and Yukawa, T. 2023. Development of sclerotic and
winged seeds of Cyrtosia septentrionalis (Rchb. f.) Garay and Erythrorchis altissima (Blume)
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