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NORTHERN EUROPE

Nettle, Urtica dioica, England

Common Rhododendron, Rhododendron ponticum, Scotland

Kelp (and Giant Kelp), Laminaria spp. and Macrocystis pyrifera, Scotland (and USA)

Sphagnum, or Peat Moss, Sphagnum spp., Ireland

Mistletoe, Viscum album, France

Wormwood, Artemisia absinthium, France

Clover, Trifolium pratense, Denmark

Tulip, Tulipa spp., Netherlands

Hop, Humulus lupulus, Germany

Barley, Hordeum vulgare, Germany

Flax, Linum usitatissimum, Sweden

Dandelion, Taraxacum officinale, Estonia


Southern Europe

Saffron Crocus, Crocus sativus, Spain

Tomato, Solanum lycopersicum, Spain

Dead-horse Arum (with Cuckoo-pint, Dumb Cane and Selloum), Helicodiceros muscivorus et al., Spain (with England, USA and Brazil)

Mandrake, Mandragora officinarum, Italy

Castor Bean, or Castor Oil Plant, Ricinus communis, Italy

Artichoke, Cynara cardunculus, Italy

Myrtle, Myrtus communis, Greece


East Mediterranean and Middle East

Liquorice, Glycyrrhiza glabra, Turkey

Citron, Citrus medica, Israel

Papyrus, Cyperus papyrus, Egypt

Myrrh, Commiphora myrrha, Yemen


Africa

Oil Palm, Elaeis guineensis, Republic of Guinea

Cocoa Tree, or Cacao, Theobroma cacao, Ivory Coast (Côte d’Ivoire)

Iboga, Tabernanthe iboga, Gabon

Welwitschia, or Tree Tumbo, Welwitschia mirabilis, Angola

Quiver Tree (with ‘True’ Aloe), Aloidendron dichotomum (and Aloe vera), Namibia

Vanilla, Vanilla planifolia, Madagascar

Water Hyacinth, Eichhornia crassipes, Kenya

Coffee, Coffea arabica, Ethiopia


Central and South Asia

Asafoetida, Ferula assa-foetida, Iran

Damask Rose, Rosa × damascena, Iran

Henna, Lawsonia inermis, Pakistan

Lotus, Nelumbo nucifera, India

‘Aztec’ or ‘African’ Marigold, Tagetes erecta, India

Mango, Mangifera indica, India

Banana (and its relatives Abaca, Golden Lotus Banana and Enset), Musa spp., Musella and Ensete, India (with Philippines, China and Ethiopia)

Indigo, Indigofera tinctoria, Bangladesh


East Asia

Soybean, Soya Bean, Glycine max, China

Giant Timber Bamboo, Phyllostachys reticulata, China

Nori (Seaweed), Pyropia yezoensis, Japan

Chrysanthemum, Chrysanthemum spp., Japan

Ginkgo, Ginkgo biloba, Japan


South East Asia

Ginger, Zingiber officinale (and Z. spectabile), Thailand

Coconut, Cocos nucifera, Indonesia

Rafflesia, Rafflesia arnoldii, Malaysia

Nutmeg, Myristica fragrans, Indonesia


Oceania

Western Australian Christmas Tree (or Moojar), Nuytsia floribunda, Australia

Balga, or Grass ‘Tree’, Xanthorrhoea preissii, Australia

Opium Poppy, Papaver somniferum, Australia

Silver Tree Fern, or Ponga, Cyathea dealbata, New Zealand

Tree Fuchsia, or Kōtukutuku, Fuchsia excorticata, New Zealand

Kava, Piper methysticum, Vanuatu

Screw Pine, or Pandanus, Pandanus spp., Kiribati

Candlenut Tree, or Kukui, Aleurites moluccanus, Marquesas Islands (French Polynesia)


South America

Yerba Maté, Ilex paraguariensis, Argentina

Amaranth, or Love-lies-bleeding, Amaranthus caudatus, Peru

Potato, Solanum tuberosum, Peru

Panama Hat ‘Palm’, Carludovica palmata, Ecuador

Giant Waterlily, Victoria amazonica, Guyana

Sugar Cane, Saccharum officinarum, Brazil


Mexico, Central America and Caribbean

Blue Agave, Agave tequilana, Mexico

Mexican Yam, Dioscorea mexicana, Mexico

Prickly Pear, or Nopal, Opuntia ficus-indica, Mexico

Pineapple, Ananas comosus, Costa Rica

Peacock Flower, or Pride of Barbados, Caesalpinia pulcherrima, Barbados


North America

Cannabis, or Hemp, Cannabis sativa, USA

Cook Pine, Araucaria columnaris, USA

California Lady’s Slipper, and other orchids, Cypripedium parviflorum et al., USA (and a brief world tour)

Saguaro Cactus, Carnegiea gigantea, USA

Maize, or Corn, Zea mays, USA

Spanish Moss, Tillandsia usneoides, USA

Southern Magnolia, Magnolia grandiflora, USA

Tobacco, Nicotiana tabacum, USA

Squash, Pumpkin and Bottle Gourd, Cucurbita spp. and Lagenaria siceraria, USA (with Papua New Guinea)

Pitcher Plants, Sarracenia, Darlingtonia and Nepenthes spp., USA (and Borneo)

Common Milkweed, Asclepias syriaca, Canada

Horsetail, Equisetum hyemale, Canada
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Introduction

I remember my mother and father describing plants in the manner of connoisseurs. As any parents would, they pointed out the scents and forms of their fruit and flowers, and the shapes, colours and feel of their leaves with the changing seasons. But my brother and I also heard stories about their hidden lives: their characters and their relationships – with each other, with with delight at such a wonder, hidden in plain sight! Decades later, as a trustee of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew – perhaps the most biodiverse spot on the planet, and one that’s studded with hidden gems – I was able to accompany various botanical expeditions. They were a euphoric pleasure and the inspiration for this world tour. I have since become an ambassador or joined the boards of various environmental and botanical organizations. Their staff seem gratifyingly keen to share botanical insights and I have become more conscious than ever of the power of stories that intertwine science with history and culture.

There is so much to captivate us in the riotous, and often bizarre, plant world. Who could not be enchanted by the blowsy magnolia, the bejewelled lotus or the magnificent yet creepy orchids? Or the surprising histories of maize, tomatoes and potatoes, which we thought we knew so well? Or, rooted to the spot, the sheer ingenuity that plants use to distribute their pollen, spores and seeds – the contraptions that launch them into the air, and the rewards to insects and animals that deliver them with precision. Some plants act honestly and reward the suppliers of those services, but others dissemble and cheat, and even lure, kill and digest; it is hard not to anthropomorphize, and – whisper it gently – in my dreamier moments, I sometimes do.

For me, plant science is fascinating, but enlivened when it is entwined with human history and culture. Most of the stories in this book reveal as much about people as they do about plants: the dumb cane, the opium poppy and the peacock flower with their poignant and troubling tales; the peculiar traditions involving kava, Spanish ‘moss’ and rhododendron; the extraordinary ways that men and women have taken to mandrakes, chocolate and even wormwood as aphrodisiacs; and let’s not forget the comedy pumpkin. There is joy in the less showy, too: the nettle, seaweed and sphagnum, with which I start my journey in England, Scotland and Ireland respectively, before setting off eastwards from my home in London, roughly (very roughly!) in the manner of Phileas Fogg in Jules Verne’s story.

Perhaps the most amazing thing plants do is photosynthesize. They take the most basic substances – carbon dioxide from the air, and water and relatively small amounts of nutrients via their roots – and use the power of sunlight to build them into complex substances that make wood, tissue, leaves, fruit, seeds: everything on which, one way or another, we and every other creature depend. Either an animal eats plants, or it eats something else that eats plants.

Plants, animals, fungi and every little critter depend on each other in complex webs of life that are diverse and astounding. But, just as in the parlour game where players take turns to remove components of a tower until it finally teeters and falls, so, when individual species are threatened, our ecosystems become less resilient, until they are so fragile that one extra nudge could make a whole system collapse. Our futures depend on these ecosystems and the relationships between them, but sadly, biodiversity is under threat from rampant human consumption, our agricultural practices and climate change. They are all related.

How much our species consumes and its effect on the environment are linked to our growing numbers, but also to the choices we make; about the quantity of goods we buy and how Each country must believe that we’re all in this together, a coalition against a common climate enemy, rather than playing a zero-sum game in which your win means my loss. If people feel they are making sacrifices that others are not, they will resist change. Moving swiftly and decisively to a more sustainable, low-carbon world will be difficult. True, some business will fail. But others will flourish in new niches, just as plants evolve with their habitats. Some fun will stop; other amusements will take its place. We should encourage our leaders, and our media, to address the big question of our age: how can we migrate quickly to a lower-consumption lower-carbon world while remaining happy and fulfilled?

The way we grow our food has a massive effect on the wider environment. We use gargantuan quantities of fossil fuels in the production of fertilizer, yet we feed the lion’s share of our vast, forest-gobbling harvest of maize and soybeans to billions upon billions of farmed animals, which we eventually eat. This is ludicrously and outrageously inefficient. Eating less meat and poultry would promote biodiversity by taking pressure off land, and reduce our dependence on oil and gas. Diversifying the plant species we eat would help the environment as well; half of all our calories come directly or indirectly from just three plants: wheat, rice and maize. Just nine more species bring the total to a whopping 85 per cent of our food. There are plenty of intriguingly tasty, nutritious plants waiting in the wings. Using more of them would be enjoyable and could reduce our dependence on vast monocultures, often highly inbred and vulnerable to pests and disease. We must also protect our crops’ wild relatives, the insignificant and mangy-looking, barely recognizable forerunners and kin of our domesticated food plants. Many are threatened by habitat loss and climate change, but they carry the genes that we can use for breeding disease resistance, drought tolerance and other vital traits.

I hope you enjoy this botanical tour. The enthusiasm for Around the World in 80 Trees has been a happy surprise. Apparently, many readers have the book on a bedside table or in the kitchen, to be dipped into rather than read from cover to cover, so here I’ve included occasional thematic hops to encourage diversions, just as one might be pleasantly distracted on a real walk.

Aside from the pleasure of spending time with plants, I have enjoyed reading recent university research, but I have avoided footnotes and detailed references, although there is a section of suggestions for delving more deeply (see here) and a more comprehensive list of sources online (at www.jondrori.co.uk). Of course, the text is only half the story. I hope you’ll agree that Lucille Clerc’s illustrations gloriously distil, as the best portraits do, the essence of individual species, and complement the words. Please enjoy these remarkable plants, while sparing a thought for the hundreds of thousands of others that also warrant our attention and, often, our protection.
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