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Chemistry
fin'the Garden

Most people enjoy being in a garden,
admiring the variety of colors, enjoying
the scents of flowers and leaves, and
watching vegetables grow into appetiz-
ing food. With the enjoyment of these
various sensory experiences comes a
sense of awe at nature’s ability to
produce this myriad of hues, odors,
textures, and forms. Of course, all of
these are the results of chemistry in the
plants, insects, fungi, bacteria, and soil of
which the garden is composed. For the
natural products chemist, both the
pleasure and the awe are increased by
understanding the details of this chemis-
try and the amazing complexity of living
organisms. Even a common blade of
grass is a remarkable chemical factory
using chlorophyll (a magnesium-con-
taining compound with a porphyrin
core and a diterpenoid tail) as a catalyst
to convert carbon dioxide into sugars, a
conversion that chemists would dearly
love to be able to reproduce, especially
with the current concerns about the
greenhouse effect.

James Hanson has been a recognized
authority on natural products chemistry
for many years, and in this book he seeks
to pass on not just his knowledge of the
subject but also the excitement of seeing
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chemistry in action in an environment
that too many of us take for granted. He
also illustrates the intricate chemical
balances in the biosphere and the use
of chemicals for construction, energy
provision, defense, and communication.
It is clearly a book for chemists, as non-
chemists would struggle with the level of
chemical detail, and for them the
author’s assumption that his readers
have a basic competence in chemistry
would be a serious obstacle. For exam-
ple, the illustrations are all in the form of
structural formulas and schemes rather
than pretty photographs of plants and
insects. The potential breadth of the
subject to be covered is vast, verging on
infinite, and therefore, although the
book is packed full of intriguing infor-
mation, the author has had to be some-
what selective in the specific subjects he
has chosen to discuss in more detail. It
must be said that the cases he has chosen
are all interesting, as the examples of
strawberries and rhododendrons should
serve to illustrate.

If you have ever wondered why
strawberries are red, or why it is difficult
to make jam from them, then this book
will enlighten you. Even if you had
already known or correctly guessed the
answers to those questions (anthocya-
nins, and a low pectin and acid content,
respectively), the explanation as to why
consumption of strawberries makes
some prescription drugs more effective
might still prove elusive without this
book. Similarly, the fact that some of the
troops serving under the Greek general
and author Xenophon were poisoned
after eating honey might seem strange,
until one learns something of the
chemistry of the rhododendron flowers
from which the bees had collected the
honey.

The chemical explanations behind
some useful gardening tips are also
fascinating. For example, there are
chemical reasons why carrots should
not be planted too closely together,
and why bonfires might help germina-
tion.

Anyone suffering from the delusion
that “natural” equates with “safe”
should read Chapter 6 on bioactive
materials from ornamental plants, and
the accounts in Chapter 8 of the chem-
ical warfare that is continuously raging
between plants, bacteria, and fungi. Of
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course, many of the toxic substances
produced as chemical weapons by plants
and microorganisms constitute the
active principles in herbal remedies
and have formed the starting points for
many modern medicines.

There is a very good general intro-
duction to the subject of biosynthesis for
those unfamiliar with it, and some more
detail on selected aspects, which will
interest the natural products chemist.
There is a chapter on the chemistry of
soil, a topic that I knew less about, and I
was delighted to find the answer to a
question that has always puzzled me:
how is it possible that water-soluble
minerals are not washed away but are
retained and made available to plants?
There is a glossary of botanical terms,
which will prove very useful for chemists
reading the book. It also has a good list
of suggested further reading and, very
importantly, a comprehensive index.
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The author of this book is a well-known
environmental chemist and mass-spec-
troscopist, with a special interest in the
area of bromine- and chlorine-contain-
ing trace pollutants. The latter com-
pounds are not the main focus of the
book, which instead concentrates on
important quantitative relationships in
environmental chemistry. It has been
written primarily for graduate students
in the USA, and begins with a well-
written introduction to the use of Euro-
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