
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Stop 351 Adult Tour – Aquatic Plants, Stove House 

With the installation of a low-pressure steam heating system, the Botanic Garden no 
longer had a need for its coal-burning stove. The center pit was converted to a tank for 
aquatic plants shortly after World War I, offering an up-close look at a different type of 
plant ecosystem.  Indeed one of the water lilies is named Woodrow Wilson, reflecting 
that era. 

In nature, aquatic plants, as well as terrestrial plants, contribute to the environment by 
providing humans and animals with oxygen, food and a place for shelter and protection.  
Some plants grow along the water’s edge and others grow out of the water.  

The tall grass-like plant along the tank’s edge is Oryza sativa – more commonly know 
as rice. Along with oats, corn, wheat and barley, these members of the grass family 
supply 50% of the world’s food supply!  Another member of the grass family can be 
found in the center of the tank, sugar cane. Can you find it? 

Some aquatic plants live fully submerged; their leaves oxygenate the water, while their 
root systems serve to anchor them down.  Another group of aquatics float on top of the 
water (you can see some of those in the adjacent warm temperate house).  Others, like 
the water lily, may look like floating plants, but they’ve adapted so that only their leaves 
float on top of the water - their roots actually grow in the ground. Our water lilies, 
however are planted in pots that sit on the bottom of the tank. In some species, such as 
the giant water lilies of the Amazon, the rounded leaves grow up to seven feet in 
diameter and can support the weight of a small child!  These fascinating plants, with 
their striking fragrant flowers that rise above the surface, have captivated everyone from 
Egyptian kings to the French painter Monet.  Our tropical water lilies are said to have 
bloomed without interruption for over 80 years! 
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