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Buds and Battles of Biotech
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The complete story of the development of
agricultural biotechnology in the latter
quarter of the 20th century has yet to be
told. Its rise has been so dramatic that it
is hard to fathom that commercial biotech
crops were first marketed in 1994. This
book serves up an excellent and insight-
ful contribution to the grand (and presum-
ably, impossibly large) narrative. With this
fascinating tale, Daniel Charles provides
the reader with an objective, interview-
based look at the inner workings of Monsan-
to and other key industrial players in the
transformation of world agriculture. From
lab to farm, boardroom to courtroom, stock-
yard to stock market, the story of Monsan-
to, unarguably the biggest corporate play-
er in agricultural biotechnology and the
most visible presence, is one of scientific
brilliance, capitalist greed, and the hubris
of the self-righteous who thought they
could do no wrong. 

The book encapsulates the feelings of
an era, the excitement of scientists, and
the outrage of activists. We witness the
war of rhetoric that Monsanto and other
companies have had with Greenpeace

and antibiotech gadfly Jeremy Rifkin, as
well as the battle of dollars and lawyers
between Monsanto and Pioneer Hi-Bred
International. We see the guerrilla crusade
of impassioned citizens tearing out fields
of genetically engineered (GE) crops. And
we read of the subtler one between vision-
ary scientists and their corporate managers
who demanded profits, not miracles, and
patents, not plantings. The book details
the story of engineering Roundup herbi-
cide resistance and the insecticidal Bt-toxin
into plants, the transformation of seeds
into genetic commodities that farmers can
grow but not own the rights to, and the
invention of gene guns and gene patents. 

The chapter “The Tomato That Ate
Calgene” vividly presents the rise and fall
of Calgene and the Flavr Savr tomato. The
new variety of GE tomato was developed
in a lab without consulting plant breed-
ers or farming experts and produced less
than half the yield of varieties already on
the market and, worse yet, had no appre-
ciable tomato flavor “saved” over other
commercial varieties. 

The tale of Starlink corn is also in the

book, as is the development of the “Termi-
nator” gene. But perhaps most interest-
ing and different are the author’s behind-
the-scenes portrayals of what newspapers
and journals of the time tended to ignore,
including a landmark series of meetings in
Germany in the early 1990s between corpo-
rate scientists and environmental activists
from around the world. An almost-brokered
peace collapsed when the nine biggest envi-
ronmental organizations at the meeting
abandoned the process the day before
the final conclusions were to have been
assembled. 

According to Charles, the nonprofit
representatives had no choice but to back
away. They realized that whatever politi-
cal, economic, and consumer rights
complaints they might have against GE
crops, these products were no more a threat
to human health or the environment than
any other new plant variety. To agree to
this would have meant giving up their
greatest source of funding, publicity, and
passionate volunteers. With the failure of
that meeting, the war against “Franken-
foods” seemed permanently in place. It
took on its most powerful life with the
European and Japanese bans on GE grains
from America. 

And at the end of the day, as the
book concludes with Monsanto’s restruc-
turing into a smaller entity with far less
global power, the question of what agri-
cultural biotechnology is really “for”
remains valid. Even Golden Rice, also
detailed here with its promise of supple-
mental vitamin A, appears no panacea for
world vitamin malnutrition, much less
hunger. And certainly the global food
supply has not been significantly enhanced
(nor the environment greatly helped or
harmed) by Roundup Ready this or that. 

Despite Monsanto’s luck at transform-
ing certain crops into their corporate imag-
inings and the profits that went to indi-
vidual farmers or shareholders, GE geese
have yet to begin laying the promised gold-
en eggs. Although, as this book indi-
cates, certain companies and factions have
laid other kinds of eggs all on their own.

Mark S. Lesney ◆
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