
iii

CONTENTS

Preface� vi

1	 What makes plants tick?� 1

Stupid plants� 2

Heard it on the grapevine� 9

Touchy subject� 12

Breath of fresh air� 15

Nature by numbers� 19

It’s flowering time� 23

Hungry leaves� 28

The burning question� 31

True blue� 34

Boom and bust� 39

2	 Plants from elsewhere� 43

Drifting on ancient currents� 45

Exotic plants face a prickly reception� 49

First Australian plants� 54

Browned off� 58

Bad blood� 62

Boab dreaming� 70

Palm gods from the north� 75

Handful of beans� 79

The weed-erness� 82

What if weeds?� 90

Sceptical Botanist_Final.indd   3Sceptical Botanist_Final.indd   3 3/3/2025   1:47:38 PM3/3/2025   1:47:38 PM



T h e S c e p t i c a l  B o ta n i s t

iv

3	 Garden plants and landscapes� 96

Guiltfree planting� 99

Immortal plants don’t live forever� 104

Tree branches ahead� 110

Killing a tree makes room for more life� 114

The multicultural garden� 118

Patriotism in the Victorian garden� 122

Top five ‘first’ botanic gardens� 127

For pleasure and ornament� 135

Gardening in a post-modern world� 140

4	 Gardening with convictions� 145

Converted to seaweed� 146

Synthetic or organic, but minimise harm� 151

Uncompanionable planting� 156

Over your dead body� 159

Glyphosate, punished for the sins of its inventors?� 162

Commodified genes or just more of the same?� 165

Wood-wide web unravels� 169

Rhizosphere revealed� 174

The Moon factor� 178

5	 Observing and cataloguing nature� 183

Blood may flow over the wattle� 184

You say boab, I say that’s OK� 191

New species are where you find them� 196

Enjoy nature kids, but keep your gadget handy� 200

I accept extinction, reluctantly� 205

Eager for spring in London� 208

Sceptical Botanist_Final.indd   4Sceptical Botanist_Final.indd   4 3/3/2025   1:47:38 PM3/3/2025   1:47:38 PM



C o n te n t s

v

Australia should scrap the four seasons� 213

It is time to ditch Victoria’s floral emblem� 218

Decolonising nomenclature� 222

Giving a rat’s about trees� 227

Botany on road to extinction� 230

Let’s sing the praises of taxonomists� 233

Epilogue� 238

Acknowledgements� 242

Endnotes� 243

Sceptical Botanist_Final.indd   5Sceptical Botanist_Final.indd   5 3/3/2025   1:47:38 PM3/3/2025   1:47:38 PM


