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Introduction
Plants might start out as  leaf y  th ings 

growing in the earth,  but they can come into 

our lives in strange and unexpected ways. And some 

plants have even played an exciting role in our world’s 

history. 

You might think about plants when you’re eating 

fruits and vegetables, but what about the pepper you 

add to your food, your cotton jeans, a sweet chocolate 

bar, or your movie-theater popcorn? All of these started 

life with roots and leaves. 

Plant products like chocolate and cotton are part of 

our everyday lives, but it wasn’t always that way. Can 

you imagine, for instance, a time when no one had even 

heard of rubber? Without it, how would our bike or car 

tires be possible?

Before the age of global exploration began in the 

1400s, only indigenous peoples in remote places grew, 

harvested, and used many of the plants we depend on 

today. Then explorers began traveling between Europe, 

Asia, Africa, and the Americas. They found new plants 

and their products around the world. Some countries 

wanted to control the trading business when these new 

discoveries turned out to be incredibly popular—and 
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profitable. (Wouldn’t you like to have been the person to 

first bring chocolate to North America?) So then the race 

was on to control who grew these plants, who sold them, 

and who got the profits! 

By the end of the 1800s, the movement of plants and 

people around the world had transformed it in unimagined 

ways. Plants like tea, sugarcane, corn, potatoes, 

cacao, and pepper became big business, and the race  

for profits often became more important than the lives  

of the people who grew them. Plant products like cotton 

and rubber improved the livelihoods of some, but 

caused unthinkable suffering for others. The bark of the 

cinchona tree gave the world a drug called quinine, 

saving countless lives from malaria, a disease that had 

held back exploration of tropical lands. And a rather 

ordinary-looking grass called papyrus became the first 

effective tool for sharing knowledge through writing. 

These 10 plants are the source of profound changes, 

both good and bad, in the world. We use them with little 

thought to where they came from, or whose lives they 

might have affected on their journey through history. 

What you’re about to discover is that without these plants, 

our lives today would be vastly different.

3
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10 plants that shook the world 

name 
From the Greek papuros. Papyrus 

(pronounced pa-PIE-rus) is the name of 
both a plant and the paper made from it.

1

PaPYRus
ProS	+	conS

For the ancient Egyptians, papyrus 
was easy to make into paper at a low 

cost. It was thin, light, and easy to carry, 
and it could even be folded. It was strong 

enough to write on, although its surface was 
not as smooth as today’s paper. It could 
be preserved, dry, for a long time. The 

downside? If it got wet, mold would 
grow and it would fall apart—just 

like modern paper.

copyright Annick Press 2013



5

born 
In Egypt’s Nile River delta. 
Now grows in swamps and 

shallow lakes throughout Africa, 
Madagascar, and Mediterranean 

countries, but is no longer 
found in its original home.

age 
About 6,000 years old, as old as the first 
cities in Egypt. The oldest known piece 
of papyrus paper is an account sheet 
from some time around 2600 BCE. 

StatS 
Belongs to the sedge family of grassy plants. It grows 
in marshy areas, and has clumps of triangular green 
stems—which can stand as tall as a giraffe—topped 

by thin, feathery stalks. Papyrus is now mostly 
used as a decorative plant—it has greenish-brown 
flowers in summer and it produces nutlike fruits.

diSlikeS 
Winter, when it 
does not grow. likeS

Full sun, and enough 
moisture to keep its 

roots wet all summer. 
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