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Golden Greens: The Amazing World of Plants is a definitive  

introduction to everything you want to know about plants the world over. 

It meticulously describes the forms, habits and different facets and 

peculiarities of plants. Informative, thought-provoking, and painstakingly 

researched, the book includes a number of case studies of rare  

and endangered plants species and emphasizes upon the  

importance of their conservation. 

The trees and plants have long been part of our folklore, myths, epics, 

rituals, books, arts and daily life. While asserting their ecological 

importance, the book systematically lays out the sociocultural  

roots of the various plants.

Interspersed with a large number of illustrations, Golden Greens is a 

must-read not only for students of botany and environmental science, 

but all others who are curious to learn about the myriad ways in  

which plants impact our lives.

Bharati Bhattacharyya is retired Associate Professor, Department  

of Botany, Gargi College, University of Delhi, with a teaching & research 

experience of about 39 years. She obtained her MSc degree in 1964  

and PhD degree in 1969 from the University of Delhi.

Her work emphasizes the importance of studying the taxonomy of  

flowering plants and she has authored five books on the subject.  

She has travelled throughout the world for her work and  

keen interest in environmental studies.
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This book is dedicated to  
all those who love plants.
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Every book has its story to tell. This book too is no exception. None 
has been published earlier to carry the message that has been conveyed 
here. The book has pictured the amazing world of plants with scientific 
facts about them, stories and anecdotes, history of their journey from 
one corner of the earth to another, capturing the world market and even 
poems and songs woven around them. Plants have played the pivotal 
role of sustainable development in the pre-dawn era of our green planet 
and will continue to propagate this phenomenon till it exists. The 
dependence and interdependence of microbes, flora and fauna at each 
and every level in nature, are related to our co-existence on this earth on 
a sustainable basis.

Dependence on plants started probably with the appearance of first 
man on the earth. What did they eat—a basic need? The roots, tubers, and 
wild berries—all that they could gather from the surroundings sufficed 
their need. It was much later that they learnt to hunt wild animals and to 
use them as food. But, after all, these wild animals too were dependent on 
plants. Today, these same plants provide us in addition, to food—fibres, 
dyes, drugs, timbre, spices, refreshing drinks, perfumes, and a host of other 
goods. Plants maintain the atmospheric balance. Their reckless removal 
pollutes the atmosphere, causes droughts, floods, and famines. This is one 
of the reasons of the calamity that struck Uttarakhand in northern India in 
June 2013. With the loss of even a single plant, we lose the opportunity to 
learn so much about it. Along with its loss, we encounter the loss of a large 
number of other plants, animals, and microbes dependent on it—some 
feeding on it, some residing on/in it, and some deriving other benefits from 
it. Not only that, we will never learn what potentially useful compounds 
it contained. Such is the importance of plants.
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 However, it may sometimes be difficult for us to reconcile to this 
situation. We, human beings are aware of only the anthropocentric 
world. We cut down trees at will. We grow and let grow only those 
plants that fulfil our needs. We even play with their genetic make-up and 
change them to suit our fancy. We pluck the leaves and flowers while 
walking past them. Do we ever say “Sorry”? The plants, therefore, either 
adapt themselves or perish.

 But come to think about it—the presence of plants makes a very 
pleasant world with forests, grasslands, water bodies, and swamps and 
prairies, with wild flowers blooming, birds chirping, and wild animals 
roaming about. The green world is so soothing to the eyes of the beholder. 
Hence, should we not aspire to learn more about them? The love, hate, 
romance and the adventures and legends associated with plants and their 
discovery as well are equally fascinating. In fact, very recently in 2012, 
under the initiative of the European Plant Science Organisation (EPSO), 
the 18th of May has been decided to be observed as the ‘International 
Fascination of Plants Day’. The objective of celebration of such an event is 
to get as many people as possible around the world fascinated by plants and 
enthusiastic to learn about the importance of the plant science. The subject 
of plant science is important in agriculture, horticulture, in sustainable 
production of food, and many other items of our everyday need. The 
importance of plants in environmental conservation is equally important. 
Today, the people of Odisha (particularly the district Jagatsinghpur) are in 
great fear and are at a great risk to face the cyclone ‘Phailin’ as more than 
1.7 lakh trees including Casuarinas, Cashews, and betel vines have been 
felled/cut to facilitate the building of Posco Steel Plant.

On the day May 18, 2012, there was an overwhelming response 
from people, both young and old, when the International Fascination 
of Plants Day (FoPD) was celebrated for the first time. Next year, i.e., 
in 2013, more than 670 institutions in 54 countries all over the world 
celebrated the Second International FoPD. Many universities, research 
institutions, and botanical gardens opened up for the enthusiastic 
general public. Professor Neera Bhalla Sarin and Dr Mohd Aslam Yusuf, 
School of Life Sciences (SLS), Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, 
took up the responsibility of coordinating all the events organized in 
India on this day. The third year of celebrating this event was held on 
May 18, 2015 in many European countries. This was launched under 

p r e f a c e  vii
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the umbrella of the EPSO. Apart from its importance in various fields 
as mentioned earlier, all of non-food products such as paper, timber, 
chemicals, energy, and pharmaceuticals have also been considered. The 
role of plants in environmental conservation was also one of the key 
messages. In addition to the 54 countries that were active on FoPD, 
2013, 39 more joined this year. I, too, am trying to fascinate people who 
are enthusiastic about plants, by writing this book.

It is not that we always think of plants only from the point of view 
of their economic value. Their aesthetic nature is endearing and many of 
us cannot start their day without having a glimpse of this green world 
early in the morning with the sunrise. Even on a day without the sun, the 
rain-soaked plants give a soothing touch to the eyes. Some of us may be 
captivated by the different green shades of the leaves of different plants, 
or by the brightly coloured flowers, or by the playfully hanging fruits or 
some others by the hairy seeds swirling away in the air current. Every 
part of the plant world is fascinating to the eyes of the enthusiast.

Being an ardent admirer of plants, I have also been interested in 
various anecdotes and episodes connected with plants. Our rich literature 
has numerous songs and poems written about plants. Many of them 
find mention in various ancient scriptures such as the Ramayana, the 
Mahabharata, the Bible, and the Quran. They also feature in various 
artworks and some even have religious fervour.

Browsing through them gave me the inspiration to write this book. 
It is important to learn in depth about the plants, to recognize them, 
name them, and classify them, and in addition, adore them. Even to 
learn about poems and lyrics, mythology and folklores associated with 
them is equally exciting. It is certain that some plants used in modern 
medicine today, were used by men centuries ago in a crude form. Is it not 
interesting to know how man learnt to use these commodities simply by 
trial and error method?

Surprisingly enough, there are some mythical plants too, that find 
mention in our ancient literature. It is equally enchanting to learn about 
plants like Kalpavriksh—the wish-fulfilling tree. It is assumed that this 
plant originated during the ‘Churning of the Ocean’ by demons (or 
Asuras) and gods (or Devas). As the mythical name suggests, it could 
have given us anything from food and drinks to ornaments and clothing 
and in today’s world, a palatial building and a luxurious car, just at our 
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wish!! But, may be at present we would prefer to get enough food to 
sustain us. Somarasa was a mythical drink that made the gods immortal. 
One of the ingredients of the drink is supposed to be from a plant source. 
This plant is still a mystery for us.

In this book, it will be my endeavour to point out all such details 
about various plants under some eye-catching titles. It will be intriguing 
to browse through the pages of “The Mesmerising Tulips” and know 
about ‘Tulipmania’ and how these humble bulbs travelled all the 
way from the hilly tracts of Persia and Turkey to their present abode, 
Holland, where they make an essential commodity and render help to 
the economy.

The word Rudraksh means ‘tears of Lord Shiva’. Learn about the 
relationship between these auspicious beads and Lord Shiva and about 
the beautiful flowers and fruits of this plant from the chapter on “Known 
and Unknown”.

A pizza without chunks of red tomato is unthinkable but when did 
tomato become so important? Is it to be treated as a vegetable or a 
fruit? And how did potato, tomato, chilli, and tobacco capture the world 
market though they were being grown millions of miles away in the 
continent of South America? All these queries are satiated when one goes 
through the chapter—“They Conquered the World”.

Has not anybody wondered, why do the bamboos of a particular 
clan flower at the same time? How is it that such beautiful seeds of 
Abrus (jequirity seeds) turn out to be so toxic that a minor prick while 
handling it can be fatal? One will be surprised to know that these little 
red and black seeds almost ruined the life of a young lady as she wore 
a bracelet of them on her arm. “The Leguminous Beauties” will reveal 
more about this plant and a few others.

Plants are wonderful members of the environment. They stand 
gracefully in silence, create no unwanted situation, harm nobody, and get 
their requirement from the soil and the air and the sunlight by themselves. 
Nothing do they ask for. Instead, they only give. They present pleasant 
scenic view, fresh air, oxygen, flowers and fruits; they give shelter to the 
animals and birds and millions of unseen living organisms; and they help 
in keeping the ecological balance.

The reasons to learn about plants are vast. It has been a pleasant 
effort on my part to discuss some of these features. Writing about 

p r e f a c e  ix
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