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many centuries that we scarcely 
remember today that potatoes, to
matoes, Jobacco, groundnuts, the 
papaya, guava, cabbage or the 
cauli flower are the fruits of such 
migrations! A n d not only fruits 
and vegetables. How many of our 
flowering trees and trees that are 
raised for the shade they give, have 
come from different parts of the 
wor ld thousands of miles away. Gul 
mohurs arc of foreign importation 
and so are the ubiquitous bougan-
villias, the cork and the rain tree, 
the eucalyptus and the cassia. 

Nor are such migrations a recent 
affair. On his way back Huan-
Tsiang, the famous Chinese travel
ler of the 6th century, carried wi th 
him specimens of 500 plants, seeds, 
and seedlings. In his t r a w l diary, 
he recounts how these brought on 
him the wrath of the river god—he 
was nearlv drowned while crossing 
the Indus—for the current supersti
tion was that nobody should cross 
that river wi th plants and seedlings. 
No one knows how many of these 
eventually readied China. But 
there is no longer any cause for 
Huan-Tsiang's regret that the peo
ple of this land of Buddhas, so rich 
in other things, should not know the 
delicious taste of peaches. Peaches, 
too, have migrated to India and so 
have perhaps liehies for both of 
which China is deservedly famous. 

When the landed aristocracy set 
the standard, it used to be obligatory 
on those who could afford it to have 
lots of exotic plants and trees in 
their gardens and to grow rare 
fruits and flowers. The lead being 
from the leisured class, the prefer
ence was naturally for the ornamen
tal or the exotic, w i t h little care for 
meeting the more mundane needs 
of improving agriculture. Orchids 
arc still grown in this manner and 
so are magnolias or rare types of 
roses, grafts being often imported 
from the ends of the world at fancy 
prices. 

In the past plants have been im
ported more or less sporadically and 
the ornamental and non-agricultural 
varieties have predominated almost 
to the complete exclusion of food or 
fodder plants, Almost, but not com
pletely. There may not have been an 
organised drive or assisted migra
t ion, plants have nevertheless moved 
across the seas notwithstanding the 
difficulties of transportation. How 
they d id is a mystery that w i l l never 
be solved. To take the more recent 

migrations, in the course of a few 
centuries not on ly tobacco and 
groundnuts, but potatoes, tomatoes,  
maize and sweet potatoes have cross
ed the Atlantic and conquered the 
old world, travelling as far as the 
farthest East. It has not been, how
ever, a one way traffic by any means. 
Sugarcane has travelled from India 
to the West Indies and to the sugar-
growing Southern States of the 
Uni ted States of America. 

But why sugarcane and tobacco 
alone? Even wheat, the staple food 
of the western wor ld , migrated 
through hundreds of centuries from 
its native home in Nor th Western 
India and spread to the rest of the 
world . Against so many importa
tions from the New World , the 
movement of wheat in the opposite 
direction to Nor th America has been 
no less remarkable since the US 
and Canada are today the largest 
exporters of wheat in the wor ld ! 
Soya beans may some day effect a 
similar revolutionary change in 
world agriculture. It is only the 
other day that it started on its tra
vels from China. 

Among the plants that have come 
from South America are rubber and 
cinchona which are so much more 
comfortable in their new than in 
their old home that one can hardly 
believe that they do not belong to 
Malaya or Java. 

Just as immigration is checked 
and controlled,, the entry of mem
bers of the vegetable or insect king
dom is now-a-days subjected to 
thE same careful scrutiny. If one 
hears less of control on immigrants 
of the vegetable kingdom and so 
much more of the elaborate precau
tion to keep out dangerous pests by 
fumigation and other means, it is be
cause the latter may cause havoc to 
a country's agriculture or public 
health which a. plant would not. 

Now-a-days many countries main
tain a bureau of plant introduction 
which collects a wide range of 
varieties of crop plants and their 
wi ld relatives. These help to i m 
prove the quality of plants and to 
evolve new strains by cross breed
ing, acclimatisation or hybridisa
t ion. Among the latest successes in 
migration is the cultivation of man
goes in the U.S. introduced from 
this country, of dates from Egypt 
and oranges from Palestine. The 
Coimbatore sugarcane, a strain evol
ved by our Agricul tural Depart
ment, though not of much use 

here, has proved to be the best for 
South Africa and over 60 per cent. 
of the canes now grown there for 
sugar manufacture belongs to this 
variety. 

The Board of Agriculture of the 
Indian Council of Agricul tural Re
search thought of setting up such a 
bureau years ago. Even a nuclear 
scheme was sanctioned in 1946 but 
a bureau has not actually been set 
up yet. Nevertheless, it is interest
ing to know that the Agricul tural 
Research Institute in New Delhi 
have been collecting samples of fod
der, forage, grasses, legumes, medi
cinal plants, etc., and many w i l d 
relatives of wheat, barley, oat, bajra, 
linseed and sesame to help to i m 
prove the strain and selection of va
rieties suitable for the climate con
ditions of the different parts of the 
country. 

Of the instances which produced 
the best results, one is a variety of 
sweet potatoes introduced from US 
and another from China. Another 
promising plant recently introduced 
from the Philippines is a type of cow 
pea which grows very quickly and 
yields edible pods wi th in seven weeks 
of sowing. 

This is a reminder that bad as is 
the transmission of the fruits of re
search from the laboratory to the 
fields, work on research cannot be 
relaxed because its fruits are not be
ing put into proper use. Though 
hidden from the eye, plants and 
seeds do travel a lot and are con
tinuously on the move. When a 
really good strain is evolved, it does 
not take long to spread. Witness 
the rapidity wi th which the cultiva
tion of Sind-American cotton spread 
and the steady improvement in the 
staph1 length of Indian cotton. But 
the fruits of research w i l l have to be 
that good. 
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