
“A Garden of Marvels: How We Discovered That Flowers Have Sex, Leaves Eat Air, and Other Secrets 
of Plants ” by Ruth Kassinger 

Today we take for granted that leaves take in carbon dioxide and roots absorb specific nutrients, and 
plants, gulp, reproduce sexually. However, that was not the case for most of the time man has been 
interested in plants. It is now difficult to comprehend how little was known about plant physiology until 
relatively recently - myths abounded and frequently suppressed rational thought for centuries. Plants 
were, for example, long thought to have stomachs with which to digest their food, and as for sex, well...  

The reader is taken on a fascinating journey of ingenious botanical discovery - from public human 
anatomy lessons at the University of Bolgna in the 17th century to 21st - century laboratory gene 
splicing to create perennial versions of species (perenniality). To quote from the dust cover: “Kassinger 
retraces the progress of the first botanists - including a melancholy Italian anatomist, a renegade French 
surgeon, a stuttering English minister, an obsessive German schoolteacher, and Charles Darwin, who 
banished the myths and misunderstandings.” 

Kassinger goes out into the world as well, visiting modern gardens, farms and labs to discover the 
science behind extraordinary plants like one ton pumpkins, truly black petunias, ferns that eat the 
arsenic in contaminated soils, biofuel grass that grows 10 feet tall, and the world’s only 
photosynthesizing animal.” 

The author conveys an extensive range of botanical information and detail in a chatty, often humorous 
and very digestible way and frequently intersperses the dialogue with personal anecdotes. Extensive 
notes and sources, bibliography and index are included. This compendium is very well researched and 
makes a compelling read - you will find it hard to put it down.  

It is available in the club library and the Fraser Valley system, which includes White Rock, but not 
currently in the Surrey system.  

David Broomhead 


