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after looking at many structures in 
different parts of the world, perhaps it 

is time we look at something extraordinary 
that nature has bestowed upon us in our 
very own backyard.

I am talking about the largest flower in 
the world. It is only found in the tropical 
rainforests of Southeast asia, including 
Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak.

In the year 1818, Sir Stamford Raffles 
was exploring the forest of Sumatra near 
Bengkulu with his naturalist friend Dr. 
Joseph arnold when a local guide showed 
them a flower so huge that they became 
spellbound. Later arnold submitted his 
detailed sketches and description of the 
flower to Kew Garden in London for 
identification, and the botanists there 
decided that it was a new species and they 
named it Rafflesia arnoldi.

(unfortunately, we are living in a 
world that is very much dominated by the 
West.  Something found in our territory 
that our own people had known for 
ages was subsequently named after two 
englishmen who were introduced to it 
by a local.  the moral of the story for our 
scientists is: there are many plants and 
animals out there in our forests waiting 
to be discovered and studied. Leave your 
ivory tower and venture into the forests 
and, hopefully someday, something will 
be named after you. If you do not do it, 
some foreigner will.)

Rafflesias are parasites growing on 
tetrastigma vines. they do not have 
leaves, stems or even roots. It takes almost 
10 months for a tiny bud to develop to the 
size of a cabbage before the flower finally 
blooms, but the flower only lasts for less 
than a week. On the latest count, there 
are 18 species of Rafflesia and the largest 
specie measures about one metre across. 
Many aspects of the plant’s lifecycle still 
baffle scientists.

I have seen three species of Rafflesia so 
far, in the forest near Gopeng, in the Royal 
Belum State Park, in the temenggor Forest 

Reserve (all in Perak), and in Gunung 
Gading National Park in Sarawak which 
I visited recently. the picture shows a 
Rafflesia tuan-mudae found in the Gunung 

Gading National Park. I have purposely 
included my wife in the picture so that you 
get a better idea of the flower’s size. This 
specimen measured 78cm in diameter. n

The largest Flower in the World  
....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

By: Engr. Chin Mee Poon, FIEM, P Eng.


