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From crops that have fed billions to the addictive leaf that was once used as a remedy for piles!





If the world’s plants suddenly expired where would the human race be? It’s so easy to take the plants in our everyday lives for granted, but what would we do without corn? Or the potato? Life on earth is made possible by plants. They absorb carbon dioxide and exhale oxygen. We simply couldn’t live without them.





There are between 250,000 and 300,000 types of flowering plants with more being discovered every day. Sitting quietly as the backdrop to our lives, providing essential food and medicines, even cosmetics, plants are essential to human life and have played a dynamic role in shaping our history.  Plant history is certainly longer than our own, plants have colonized the earth for 470 million years. 





In Fifty Plants that Changed the Course of History, Bill Laws uncovers the history of fifty of the most historically noteworthy plants known to us. The plants are assessed by their influence in the categories of edible, medicinal, practical and commercial and the book draws upon fascinating sources, from ancient wall paintings to old Japanese wood blocks. 





Tobacco


Nicotiana Tabacum


“…a fashion for sneezing. The “Nictotian habit” involved inhaling a pinch of ground tobacco leaf, and in aristocratic French circles it became all the rage. The fashion was helped along nicely in 1571, when Nicolas Monardes unveiled a new cure for up to 20 common, and often fatal ailments, including migraines, gout, toothache, dropsy (edema), and the ague (fever)


Nicholas Culpeper, writing in his Complete Herbal in 1653, was equally enthusiastic: “It is a native of the West Indies, but we raise it in our gardens,” he explained, before launching into a list of remedies. Made into an ointment with hog’s lard, it got to the bottom of “painful and inflamed” piles. It banished toothache, killed lice, countered corpulence, and, as a distilled oil “will destroy a cat”.
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