Excerpts from a diary on plants and people during the pandemic
“Let’s garden our way out of this apocalypse.” (Carlos Magdalena)
Asparagus
17 March 2020

Second day of lockdown in Bucharest. The city is eerily quiet. The promise of a garden on the roof
terrace starts with the leftovers from last year. Cancelled three trips for the following two weeks. Being
confined inside becomes a privilege for some, a terrible burden for others.
In the news:
BERLIN (Reuters) - Germany is mulling measures for seasonal workers from Eastern Europe to avoid
labour shortages in the asparagus harvest and other agriculture sectors following travel restrictions due
to the coronavirus, the agriculture minister said. (Swiss Info, 17.03.2020)
One of the countries wherefrom asparagus pickers originate is Romania. In the next weeks, these
workers, many of them coming from Suceava, the most affected county during the early outbreak of the
pandemic, make the headlines of Romanian and German media, flocking to the airport closed for most
of the others citizens but open for them through special dispense of the two countries’ governments. On
11th of April, one Romanian worker dies of coronavirus on the Bad Krozingen asparagus farm. The mayor
in his home place explains the decision of many to leave for work abroad despite the scanty conditions:
one can die of hunger too. (Der Spiegel: Ein Leben für den Spargel, 22.04.2020)
In Mega Image (the local branch of Ahold Delhaize) a small bunch of asparagus imported from the
Netherlands costs around 6 EUR. In the nearby market, a local producer sells fresh one for less. He
adapted to the young middle-class of the area and started to farm vegetable species that were not
traditional in this country.

Scientists at University of Tokyo (Japan) have developed a robotic arm for automated harvesting of
Asparagus. They designed and developed an original arm-robot system that harvests asparagus in both
outdoor and indoor agricultural fields. (Fresh Plaza, 17.03.2020)

Orchid
29 March 2020

Less than 300 cases per day in Romania, but dismaying reports from Italy and Spain. Writing a note of
travel every time we leave the house, meeting friends online, reading everything that is published on
the topic and on the side, checking on social media what the others are doing. Priests are defying the
curfew by organizing the liturgy, cases of domestic violence soar, everyone is baking bread and posting
images of their domestic spaces.
The number of orchid species is nearly equal to the number of bony fishes, more than twice the number
of bird species, and about four times the number of mammal species.
In 1787, Prosthechea cochleata (cockleshell orchid) was the first tropical orchid that bloomed in Britain,
through the effort of Kew Garden botanists. This success, doubled by the perfection of manufacturing

glass and its increasing affordability, which could allow more people to have a glasshouse in their garden
led to Victorian era Orchidelirium. This resulted in the Empire sending its emissaries to “collect” – by any
means necessary – the wildest of species and bring them as offering to the insatiable orchidmaniacs.
Charles Darwin took advantage of this craze to pursue his fascination with orchids, for which he didn’t
need to travel but could thus study in England. As a result, he published a little book in 1862, The
Various Contrivances by which Orchids are Fertilised by Insects, showing how the variety in this species is
the result of millennia of adaptation in relationship to its insect pollinators. As in the case of other
species, which took great effort to resist in the wild, the orchid depends on its environment, on fungi to
germinate and on insects to pollinate – removing it from the wild destroys this balance, often one
cannot exist without the other.
In Picard, the 2020 Star Trek series, giant orchids are a planet defense systems, attaching themselves to
the space ship, engulfing it and bringing its power down. At last, the popular imaginary of the orchid as a
dangerous entity (long associated with the feminine) has reached its deserved peak.

They hit us with a flower! (Star Trek: Picard: S1E9, Et in Arcadia Ego, Part 1. Released on 19 March 2020.)

End of March is the deadline for cultural operators to submit applications for the most important
programme of grants available nationally. Yet, with all institutions closed and the uncertainty about the
length of this situation, they are recommended to move their activities online. Partially, they will do it.
Some exotic plants thrive under the glass dome, as they are cushioned by botanists and less exposed to
the dangers of the wild. Others simply die or remain conserved as unique specimens, for people do not
know the secrets of their reproduction, or have lost forever the other species that the plant lived in
symbiosis with. How much of culture will survive filtered by a screen?!

Pea plant - Pisum sativum
7 April, 1 May, 23 May, 29 May 2020

In the fields, pea plants are fixing nitrogen and releasing it to the soil, serving as fertilizer. In countries
with long traditional medicine systems, such as Peru or India, Pisum is used as treatment for diabetes.
During the pandemic, USA and Russia are “waging a war” on the cosmic space. Sergey Savelyev,
vicedirector of Roscosmos, criticized the Americans’ plans, whom he accused they are behaving like in a
“modern Wild West”. (Mediafax, 7.04.2020)
Growing plants in space and on other planets is one of the ultimate challenges for those who want to or
dream about venturing out of the Earth. Salad is already grown on ISS, the Martian made a
demonstration for how to grow potatoes on Mars, the Silent Runner in the 1972 film rescues his
carefully tended forest on a space ship by killing his human companions, and every fictional crew that is
sent to colonize Mars in recent film productions has a botanist as a central character.

Silent Running, 1972, directed by Douglas Trumbull
Meanwhile, back on Earth, monocrops and pesticides are destroying the soil and the biodiversity. Largescale agriculture, industrial animal farms and the monopole of corporations on seed distribution
contribute to a chain reaction of destructive effects. In the purpose of feeding the humans, all other
species are led to extinction.
Ahold Delhaize is one of the largest food retailers in the world working with local companies in Latin
America that are illegally deforesting and burning the Amazon rainforest. At some point in May 2020 I
quit buying from Mega Image, for good (not least because of their aggressive policy of destroying all the
small shops and of raising prices for basic goods during the lockdown). They offer 20% discount to a
private hospital in Bucharest if you go with a receipt showing you bought vegetables from Mega Image.
It’s not clear if this means buying their vegetables makes you sick.
Meanwhile, the farmer from my local market had replaced the asparagus on his stall with thousands of
fresh pea pods.
The coronavirus pandemic is likely to be followed by even more deadly and destructive disease
outbreaks unless their root cause – the rampant destruction of the natural world – is rapidly halted, the
world’s leading biodiversity experts have warned. (The Guardian, 27.04.2020)

Dill and chervil – 1 May, Mint – 7 June, Thyme – 26 September, Rosemary in bloom – 10 October 2020

It was a pleasant summer. Not so hot, or maybe just fast enough that I hardly remember the heat. I
remember though having to water the plants twice a day. It was beautiful to get fresh herbs for every
meal. It’s only coffee that I didn’t season with some thyme or parsley, although I could have tried.
It was the summer when people died: unknown people whose death led to massive protests, like
George Floyd; hundreds of thousands of people whose death was just a sequence in the list of Covid-19
losses; people who were casualties of disasters that could have been prevented, like the Beirut blast;
but also some that I personally knew, who were part of my immediate surrounding – Mircea Nicolae,
artist and critic, and Ada Hajdu, art historian and professor. Death became our proximity. After all, we
live in a city that could collapse any minute, if an earthquake hits. Where if you don’t die of lung disease
from pollution you could be hit by a car even if you are on the sidewalk. And where we are stoics simply
because we know there are worse places in the world.
Chervil is a French fine herb. An old woman in my local market had it for sale, with the popular name
slightly altered (and sweeter in sound) than the official one. It’s pretentious, doesn’t taste particularly
interesting and it didn’t last long. Maybe next year I learn its ways.
I saw rosemary in full bloom in Rome in March. How come it blooms in October in Bucharest? Am I even
allowed to enjoy it?
Herbs are meant to be added to one’s meal. They are the epitome of social life, when you want to
participate in a collective cooking process and have nothing to contribute, just bring the herbs and you
will be loved.
Thousands marched in big cities like New York and Seattle, and tighter groups in small towns like Vidor,
Texas; Havre, Mont.; and Marion, Ohio, denouncing a broken law enforcement system marked by racial
injustice.
The outpouring of activism came at a time when the coronavirus pandemic has underscored many deep
inequities in society, and has also removed competition for the public’s attention by disrupting work,
school and entertainment. (New York Times, 7 June 2020)

Passiflora
26 September 2020

It has often been vaguely asserted that plants are distinguished from animals by not having the power of
movement. It should rather be said that plants acquire and display this power only when it is of some
advantage to them; but that this is of comparatively rare occurrence, as they are affixed to the ground,
and food is brought to them by the wind and rain. We see how high in the scale of organization a plant
may rise, when we look at one of the more perfect tendril-bearers. It first places its tendrils ready for
action, as a polypus places its tentacula. If the tendril be displaced, it is acted on by the force of gravity
and rights itself. It is acted on by the light, and bends towards or from it, or disregards it, whichever may
be most advantageous. During several days the tendril or internodes, or both, spontaneously revolve
with a steady motion. The tendril strikes some object, and quickly curls round and firmly grasps it. In the
course of some hours it contracts into a spire, dragging up the stem, and forming an excellent spring. All
movements now cease. By growth the tissues soon become wonderfully strong and durable. The tendril
has done its work, and done it in an admirable manner. (Charles Darwin: On the Movements and Habits
of Climbing Plants, 1865)
Afro-Colombian models [of nature] are characterized by the centrality of the plant world. (…) the plant
world travels without moving – plants spread horizontally, for instance. Thus plants mediate between
what is alive (what moves) and what is not (what does not move). The plant kingdom is associated with
the feminine. (Arturo Escobar: Territories of Difference, 2008)
Such a daring and expansive plant, so rich and so delicate in the choreography of its leaves and tendrils.
Yet, it is reduced to its electrically beautiful flower, as its name in the Christian world reduces passion to
Jesus’ sufferance. If we challenge the imperial, Western European and Christian taxonomy of plants we

might change also how we “use” plants and how we relate to nature more generally. The tendril has
done its work, and done it in an admirable manner. If there were only for this utmost respect to the
evolution of the natural world and Darwin’s contribution to science would still be immense.
Summer is over and I don’t know yet if Passiflora has to go inside over the winter (as mild as winters got
in Bucharest lately). The Passions of Christ were wasted for the Catholics of Poland (and the men in
power in so many other places) to think they own the wombs and bodies of women. I wish the
passionflower was about a different kind of passion, yet I find myself at the end of a text where I quoted
mostly men. So much left to learn from plants still, a pandemic is not enough.
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And many press articles and social media posts and popular culture. I am grateful to all those who made
this year more bearable, through their work, wit, care, humour, stoicism, hope.

Raluca Voinea
Bucharest, 27 October 2020

