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Since the beginning of human life on earth, man has been very
much fond of nature in all forms, e.g. trees, flowers, rivers, mountains,
birds animals etc. He watched them eagerly, enjoyed their beauty,
and loved them earnestly. He even respected, and adored them like
gods. By close contact with them, he discovered their utility for
human life. His observations revealed various varieties of trees,
creepers, and other types of greenery on the earth. He also came to
know the therapeutical uses of the plants. His investigations developed
more and more, and thus a new branch of knowledge, named Botany,
called Vrikshayurveda in ancient literature, developed. Our
enlightened Rishis noticed the form or features of plants, e.g. their
roots, stems, leaves, flowers, seeds and fruits as well as their internal
contituents This type of study is called external and internal
Morphology in modern Botanical studies. Vrikshayurveda describes,
identifies and classifies the plants on the basis of their similarities
and characteristics. This type of study is called Taxonomy or
systematic botany in the modern botanical science. The elements of
Applied/Economic Botany are also seen in ancient literature.

We find knowledge of all these branches of Botany in sanskrit
literature. The Brihadaranyakopanishad 3.9.28. compares human body
with trees. It says’ man is like plants. Man has hair on body (&™)
and plants have leaves. He has skin, and plants have outer skin
(IcqfeshT). Man has blood and plants have sap in them. Human

beings have flesh and plants have internal layer of skin. Human body
has nerves and plants have fibrous tissues. The bones of human

[ 114 ]
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body correspond to wood of plants and bone marrow in man
corresponds to pith of plants'. Here we find internal and external
morphology of plants is very well illustrated. This also proves the
advanced knowledge of botany in ancient India.

The scattered references to vast treasure of books on botany
are found in Sanskrit literature. Due to foreign invasions, this valuable
literature was destroyed, which described methods to take care of
plants, by providing them suitable soil and fertilizers. The books of
Vrikshayurveda even prescribed some herbs, to cure the diseases of
plants and trees, says the Mahabharata.

Now-a-days no complete book is available on this valuable
branch of learning. Some portions of a book named "Vrikshayurveda"
by unknown writer is available in Adyar Library, Madras. A book
titled Vishwavallabha dealing with treatment of diseases of trees and
plants is available in Jodhpur Library. The other two books named
Vrikshayurveda by Surpal and Parashara are not available in India.
But glimpses of fully developed science of botany can be seen in the
scattered references to plant life in Sanskrit literature. Here I shall
focus mainly on The Mahabharata, which refers to all the branches
of modern botany.

The Mahabharata puts trees, plants, shrubs, grass etc. in the
category of Trina’. The society of those days was aware of the
utility of trees and plants. Although there is no reference of trees as
source of emanating oxygen or as means to stop soil erosion, but
advice for tree plantation is rigorously repeated. Tree plantation was
considered a holy work (punya karma). Bhishma pitamaha exalts
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trees and compares them to worthy sons. He says, "full grown,
flowering and fruitful trees are like worthy sons, who make man
happy and support him (sower)". So one should always dig a pond
and plant trees on its bank and protect them after tree plantation, as
one looks after one’s own sons'. If some disease attacks them, then
they should be cured by medicated water or smoke. They should be
watered regularly and required manure should be given to them. The
trees, plants and creepers are immovable and so the general notion
is that they are not sensient beings, and do not have life force. But
ancient Indian wisdom recognized the presence of consciousness
(Prana) in trees and plants, long back. The manusmriti says "they are
overwhelmed with tamoguna due to their karmas of previous birth,
but they have consciousness in them and feel joy and happiness®."
The Mahabharata has very strong and detailed discussion, proving
life in the trees. It says trees are created with five elements (G=%)
like human beings. They have five sense organs, which correspond
to these elements, like humans, and do various activities with their
help. They are born, they grow and die like other living beings.
They also suffer from diseases and treatment is given to them by
suitable medicines mixed in water. Then they are cured and become
healthy. Bhishma pitamaha further continues and says, the trees and
plants express their sorrow and joy like human beings. They express
their happiness by shaking their leave and enhanced shine. When
they are frightened or unhappy, they shed their leaves”.

Here arises a curiosity.

Apparently the trees appear to be devoid of sense organs and
consciousness/prana, because their eyes, nose etc., are not visible.
Moreover the pancha bhutas are also not visible in their body, as
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they are in human beings. Then Bhishma quotes sage Bhrigu,
"although the trees appear to be solid, still they have ether in them.
That is why they flower and yield fruits. Their leaves, flowers and
skin fade away due presence of fire in them. The fire also ripens
their fruits. It shows that trees feel cold and heat. The sense of
touch is not possible without skin. They can hear sounds and
respond to them. They shed their leaves, flowers and fruits after
listening to harsh sounds e.g. thunder, strong wind. The act of hearing
is possible only by ears. This proves that trees have auditory organs.
It is proved by experiments that they bloom happily, if sweet music
is played near them. But their leaves become pale or darkened by
harsh sounds. That is why we see the plants on busy crossroads
listen to harsh and loud sounds of traffic horns and their leaves
become dark. The creepers surround the trees and climb to their
tops. How do they see their route to top. Obviously, no one can
see without eyes. This proves that plants have eyes also. When the
plants are in the grip of some disease, then they are given medicated
smoke or medicine-mixed water. By the treatment, they become free
of their disease and grow rapidly. This is the proof that trees have
capability to smell and have olfactory organ (nasika). The trees
drink water through their roots and this shows they have tongue

(rasanendriya)’."

The Mahabharata also discusses how the trees make their
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food i.e. the process of photosynthesis. It says ,the trees take the
water through their roots,and it is digested by fire and air within
them. When the food is absorbed, then their leaves shine and they
grow rapidly. If some of their part is cut , new sprouts grow. This
proves they have life within them'. Here it is notable that "The
Mahabharata opines that water reaches the leaves of plants."
This fact is now accepted by scientists recently. Previously it was
believed that that water, given in the roots of plants, remains there
only. But now the scientists have proved that water, given in the roots
of plants, travels through its trunk, branches and ultimately reaches
the leaves. The phenomenon of water of roots of trees reaching
leaves is very well explained in The Mahabharata and deserves
the credit of recognizing this latest discovery of scientists long
back, before modern scientists discovered it.

The plants have discriminatory capability too. When they
face shortage of water in the soil (as in desserts), more heat and less
humidity in the environment, then they start withering, leading to
their death. Then they close the small holes of their leaves
(scientifically called stomata), preserve their water and thus save
their life’. The modern science also says that plants have intelligence.
The experiments of Suzen Dudley of Maxmaster University of
Toronto, reveal that plants can differntiate plants of their species and
of other species. If plants of two different species are planted together,
both of them compete to grab more water and nutrients. But if plants
of same species are put together, they give full space to each other
to grow’.
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In modern times the notion of plants having life and
consciousness was established by Dr. Jagdish Chandra Bose in
19th century. He discovered their response to environment and proved
his findings with scientific instruments, cresograph and resonate
recorder. As discussed earlier, our ancient literature has ample
references showing life and consciousness in the trees and plants.

The stray references to Applied Botany or Economic Botany
are also found in Sanskrit literature, which deals with benefits of
plants. The peepal tree is scientifically proved to give oxygen day
and night, which is essential for living beings. So this tree is highly
adored in our literature. Shrimadbhagavadgita says JeToTHvaceRS T,
It is called another form of Vishnu , which sustains all beingsl. So
its planting is said to be a holy work (punya karma). Its cutting is
strictly prohibited. Similarly, the Shami tree is described as containing
agni in it.” We all know that we get fire by rubbing shami sticks with
each other.

Thus we see that knowledge of botany was very much
advanced in the times of The Mahabharata. Indian botanical views
are now endorsed by Dr. J. C. Bose and another Indian scientist
Sohini Chakravarti at Birmingham University, New York. This scholar
has studied 2000 plants for three years and has concluded that plants
have memory. They flower, and give fruits at a fixed time every year.
She says plants seem to contain a protein called prayans like human
beings, which is closely related to increase in memory. That is why
plants can differentiate and behave differently in cold and hot weather’.

Thus The Mahabharata has valuable scientific information about
plants. It is rightly called Fifth Veda.
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