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“In all things of nature there is something of the marvelous.”
— Aristotle

It was that time of the year when people all over the country celebrated the gems

of the planet - TREES % Just like everyone in her city, Zaira, a twelve-year-old
girl was excited fo celebrate 'Van Mahotsav' by planting trees with her family.

In India, 'Van Mahotsav', an annual one-week tree planting festival is celebrated in
the first week of July. 'Van' means forest and '‘Mahotsav' means grand festival. Dr.
Kanaiyalal Maneklal Munshi initiated this movement in the year 1950. The idea
behind it was to create awareness regarding the importance and preservation of
forests.

The sky is clear and the sun is shining brightly. There is a huge smile on Zaira's face
as she sets out with her family to find the perfect location to sow the seeds for
her banana tree. She carries her green basket filled with seeds and hands over the
tool bag to her father.

"Come on Zaira..hurry up..we don't, wdhj'f 1o be late" said Zaira's moTher';___ _,-_’-\3'- "

How much fur'Ther' to go?" asked Z.alra s W % /
' Dar'lmg j\‘.iS‘i' f\\/e more mmu’res _dmd we‘u‘wdl r‘eaE-R our deshna’non r'elphed her

fa‘rher' \\\\\ N ':Q‘ N i i

Zalm and her par'ents reached ‘Sumgn_Eo | gg W*peopfe»calebﬁahngd{grf
MFho‘rsav\Af‘rer' her pdrents chose Thre\mﬁ,ﬁ'ent oCut+ W'*he-seeds ‘,rhey

let Zaira plant the seeds in her spot. \\

"Please help me little girl II"

Zaira raises her head and looks around but finds no one. She continues working.
"Over herel! Please save me."

Zaira looks up again and realizes that the mango tree (Mangifera Indica) is trying
to communicate with her.
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"Did you say something?" Zaira asked the mango free.

Ill

"Yes! It was me who was calling you for help!” replied the mango tree.

Zaira asked surprisingly, "You can talk ?!"
"Yes, I can and I'm sorry if I scared you but I really need your help.”
"Yes, sure, tell me what I can do for you!” Zaira said sympathetically.

"Well, do you see these yellow-greenish plants near me? They are Yellow coralroot
(Corallorhiza Trifida). They might look pretty from the outside, but they have a
dark side too. They are stealing all my resources and my other tree friend, Neem

|Il

tree's (Azadirachta Indica) resources as well by hacking our Mycorrhizal system!
"Myco........mycori.......what system did you just say?" Zaira asked curiously.
"MY-CO-RHI-ZAL SYSTEM", replied the mango tree and the neem tree.

With a confused look on her face,.Zaira asked, "What is that? I've never heard of
itl Will you please tell me what it is?“.

"Yes, we will tell you but first you must remove this plant as soon as possible” said
. ~
the trees. (/" ) :

"Oh. ok! Let, me get these plants ,away from you so that they dofit s’recuyour'
: resourcesand Cause you any har'm Zarra r'eplned hﬁshiy

Zcur'a qunckly r'emo%a\t\e Y‘ellowwcornmo‘r plcmjs*d'n pu’r ’rhem_:‘.y in. her,baske‘l'
‘\Ther'el All donel Do you feef beﬁé?*nq ’\a@rm i

'\Q
e - '\-—-—-—'

-uc"""‘
Ye*s ‘rhank you ver'y mu\h for savmg\our hves You wan ,a.beu‘r +he
mycorrhizal system, right?

So, listen carefully. Our roots have partnered with the symbiotic fungi called
mycorrhizae that grow around and inside our roots. The fungi provide the trees
with nutrients and in turn they receive sugars”, explained the mango tree.

"Hold on...that's another new word! Symbiotic? What does that mean?” said Zaira.
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"Well...Symbiosis is a relationship between two types of animals or plants in which
each provides the other the conditions necessary for their continued existence.
They cannot live without each other”, clarified the neem free.

"Oh..so that's what symbiosis means. So, you have a symbiotic relationship with
fungi?” probed Zaira.

"Yes..you are right! The symbiotic relationship between us and the fungi was
observed and recorded by Franciszek Kamienski in 1879-1882. However, it was
Albert Bernhard Frank who introduced the term "Mycorrhiza” in 1885 for our fungi
friends", said the mango tree.

The neem tree gets excited and joins the conversation, "You see little girl,
Mycorrhiza means 'fungus root'. Mycor is Latin for "fungus” and Rhiza is Greek for
"root”. These fungi have countless branching thread-like structures called hyphae
that together form the mycelium. The mycelium spreads across a much larger area
than the free root system and connects the roots of different trees together.
These connections form Mycorrhizal hetworks through which fungi can help in water
absorption and more effective nutrient uptake than the root themselves, pass
resources and signaling molecules be‘rwee,n trees. More than ninety percent of phant

o~ ‘-. \

specnes form a symbiotic I"CIGTIOHShIp wn’rh the mycorrhizal fungi.” T

| ’-l

WG)WI Tha‘rs s\o interesting! I never| knew that! Can you tell me more e(bouT tHe

S—

|
network?" exclalm\ed QUL N AN AV TS S ’

A SN - I
The tfiango tree s‘rar‘r\‘lﬁmmg‘zmm gbouf Th%\efmﬁk' «\ -:..;-.- , =
e \\~ — \ #“ _c_.“ >

“Wel l.. dndyou know ‘rhq‘r ;ths sysfemmi‘SEenWQathe-\Mng:dj_Wlde Web.
The oldest trees fondly known as me\her' trees have t ycor'r'hlzal
networks with the most connections to other trees. The fungal ?\'e‘fwor'k is used by
the mother trees to supply the shaded seedlings with sugars in order to provide
them a better chance of survival. Sick and dying trees dump their resources into
the network which might be used by other neighbouring trees. Plants also make use
of this network by sending messages o one another, for example when they are
under attack by aphids, they release chemical signals through their roots which can
warn their neighbours to raise their defenses.”
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"That is amazing! Thank you so much for teaching me so many new things." Zaira was
delighted to learn so much about the trees and their special relationship with the
fungi.

"You are most welcome; however, T must inform you that our fungi friends are at
risk too. Many common practices can degrade the mycorrhizae such as tillage,
removal of topsoil, erosion and invasion of weeds. You see we need our friends to
make us stronger, especially during drought periods and unwanted pathogens”,
informed the mango tree.

"Oh! T seel Then we must inform others that your fungi friends are at risk too and
we should help them by creating awareness about them."

"That's an excellent ideal Will you help us?” said the neem tree.

Zaira replied happily, "Well of course I willl After I am done planting the seeds of
the banana tree, I am going to go back home and share the information at my
School's Science Fair. I will alse share this information with all my friends and
especially my Grandma. Did you know that in my Grandma's village of Piplantri in
Rajasthan, every time a girl is born 111 irees are planted in the village _’ro-hgg\our
the girl child and Piplantri has been @/proud advocate and ambassader-of, eco-,
feminism. The communl‘ry makes sure these trees survive and grow as‘ do Thﬁlf‘lS:’
~Isn't/this amathgl" : t . el s ¥

—

The'trees looked at e oﬂmer' a(rd we.r'Q in crs‘ra ,e/oﬁ‘ awe They r;aphed "Wow; that
|s suc‘h a beauhful Thmg \io and.mﬁa* a wonderg\ “":\_ =5

e N -ﬁ"""“c-'

“'Zalr'a Zaira.... .come on let's go! T%Xml@ate ch

Z!ur'a s mother.

- m

~

\—*_

Zaira quickly finished her work and packed her things. She hugged the trees and
said,” This has been the best Van Mahotsav ever!”

THE END
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