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by allowing a period of weeks to elapse between reading each 
chapter. 
	 Ikerd argues that the problem of sustainability can be under-
stood in terms of reconciling ecological soundness, economic 
viability, and social responsibility. Although ecology and society 
are discussed, it is, in fact, economic viability that is Ikerd’s long 
suit. Ikerd advises farmers to limit debt by reducing purchased 
inputs and living simply, and he counsels for careful and stra-
tegically planned diversification. He encourages production of 
products that can be marketed to the emerging creative class and 
describes how linkages with consumers and relatively small-
scale food distribution networks can help farmers capture a larger 
share of the consumer dollar. A comparison of Ikerd’s book with 
Julie Guthman’s Agrarian Dreams: The Paradox of Organic 
Farming in California (2004) would reveal Ikerd’s implicit focus 
on the Great Plains region, where farmers neither cope with a 
regulatory environment hostile to small-scale agriculture nor 
with overheated real estate markets and tax policies. 
	 Ikerd also repeatedly stresses a contrast between the phi-
losophy of industrial agriculture and that of the sustainable 
alternative. Industrial farming is an outgrowth of ethical prin-
ciples that presume the ubiquity of self-interested behavior and 
that see unfettered growth and competition as the only way to 
channel self-seeking motives into patterns that are relatively 
beneficial to society as a whole. Ikerd opposes this view with 
one that endorses a rather bland (though not strictly religious) 
notion of caring for others and community solidarity. He also 
adds a strong dose of anticorporate libertarianism, a theme that 
is difficult to reconcile with his altruism in suggesting that the 
main problem with the industrial philosophy lies not in its ego-
ism, but in its faith that unfettered economic power serves the 
greatest good for the greatest number. 
	 Although Ikerd’s philosophy is quite perceptive in its in-
stincts, one could enumerate many internal contradictions in 
execution. In fact, the primary value of Crisis & Opportunity 
may be that it is a collection of speeches that encouraged and 
emboldened small farmers and advocates of alternative ag-
riculture throughout the Midwest. As such, it documents the 
perceptions, values, and myths, inconsistent as they might be, 
that animated and motivated a group of rural Midwesterners 
not unjustly laboring under the self-image of an oppressed and 
victimized minority during a critical period in the formation 
of the sustainable agriculture movement. Paul B. Thompson, 
Department of Agricultural, Food, and Resource Economics, 
Michigan State University.

Breeding Major Food Staples. Edited by Manjit S. Kang and 
P.M. Priyadarshan. Ames, IA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007. xv + 
437 pp. Maps, figures, tables, references, index. $169.99 cloth.

	 This book will be primarily of interest to plant breeders 
and people interested in global food security. As Virmani and 

Ilyas-Ahmed point out in their chapter on rice breeding, in order 
to meet the global demand, we will need to produce as much 
food in the next 50 years as we have produced in the 10,000 
years since agriculture began. Plant breeding is clearly part 
of the solution to this problem. Breeding Major Food Staples 
is a guide to the improvement of the crops humanity depends 
on most to meet its nutritional needs. Its strength is its global 
perspective, which clearly originates from the affiliations of the 
contributors, many of whom are associated with international 
plant-breeding centers. 
	 The volume begins with an overview of essential concepts 
in crop improvement, including breeding methods and theory, 
polyploidy, breeding for improved nutrition, genomics, and bio-
informatics. These chapters are followed by species-specific ones 
on rice, wheat, barley, maize, soybeans, potato, cassava, sweet 
potato, and banana. Each contains background information about 
the species and material essential for its genetic improvement, 
including origin, global production data, what genetic resources 
are available, breeding objectives, breeding strategies, and how 
biotechnology can be implemented. The main biotic and abiotic 
stresses are frequently tabulated, as are genes for overcoming 
these stresses. Taken together, it is particularly interesting to 
see how breeders have designed efficient breeding programs to 
meet specific breeding objectives given the unique reproductive 
mechanisms and the genetic and physical resources available. 
Clear contrasts are found, for example, between the participatory 
breeding strategy described for barley improvement, the indus-
trialized breeding system used for development of maize hybrids 
in the U.S. Corn Belt, and the complex ploidy manipulations used 
in potato breeding. While tremendous resources have gone into 
the development of hybrid rice, relatively few resources have 
been devoted to the improvement of cassava. 
	 Several crops produced in the Great Plains are covered; 
however the chapters on corn and soybeans depart from the 
global theme somewhat by taking the perspective of breeding 
programs in the U.S. Midwest, making these chapters particu-
larly relevant to Great Plains researchers. Those working with 
alternative crops in the Great Plains will be able to find lessons 
about developing efficient crop improvement systems that take 
advantage of the unique features of their crops. The book’s 
global view provides a beneficial context and perspective for 
those of us working in the Great Plains. Paul Scott, Corn 
Insects and Crop Genetics Research Unit, USDA-Agricultural 
Research Service, Ames, Iowa.

The Ordinary Genius: A Life of Arnold Platt. By Ken 
Hoeppner. Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2007. xxii + 
308 pp. Photographs, notes, references, index. $29.95 paper.

	 Arnold Platt, the Canadian plant breeder, farmer, and farmers’ 
union president in the mid-twentieth century, was probably not a 
very likable person due to his abrasive and pushy personality. But 
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Ken Hoeppner’s book about his life and works shows clearly that 
Platt should be recognized as one of the most important figures in 
the agricultural history of western Canada and perhaps the entire 
Great Plains region. I am sometimes skeptical of anyone taking 
on biography, but Hoeppner’s is a model in resurrecting someone 
not well known outside the world of Canadian horticulture and 
agricultural politics. This well-conceived, carefully researched, 
and clearly written work brings the importance of the often un-
recognized life and times of Arnold Platt to light.
	 Platt is perhaps best remembered for his efforts to hybridize 
Rescue—a pest-resistant variety of wheat. Prairie crops in the 
1930s and 1940s had been stricken with an infestation of the 
wheat stem sawfly that bred inside the hollow stalks of wheat. 
But Rescue, bred to have a solid stem that sawflies could not 
penetrate, literally rescued thousands of family farms across 
western Canada. Hoeppner unfortunately does not offer any 
critical discussion of genetically modifying plants, but he does 
reflect the spirit of the times that celebrated this advance that 
helped to save thousands of hectares of grain in the aftermath of 
the Great Depression and when the Commonwealth needed vast 
amounts of wheat for its armies in World War II. The fascinating 
story of how Platt worked so hard and quickly to develop Rescue, 
relying on experimental fields in southern California that offered 
two harvests of seed wheat a year, is told here, much of it for the 
first time in the agricultural literature. Chapters also deal with 
Platt’s childhood and education, his role in the Farmer’s Union 
of Alberta, his work on a Hutterite communal land commission, 
and later as CEO of the United Farmers of Alberta and member 
of Canada’s Royal Commission on Transportation. In all of these 
positions Platt labored for family farmers, a tradition he was 
brought up in, loved, and wanted to help keep alive.
	 The Ordinary Genius is a handsome book richly illustrated 
with photographs. The biographical research was made all the 
more difficult because Platt had burned most of his papers and 
records. Thus readers will notice a great deal of patchwork 
couched in terms like “I speculate,” “likely,” and “circumstan-
tial evidence seems to support.” Hoeppner should be forgiven 
for this as his sources were truly limited. But the book is per-
haps unwittingly far more than biography. It frames Platt’s life 
and work in the broader contexts of agricultural and Prairie 
Province history, making the book useful for courses and gen-
eral reading on those topics. Sterling Evans, Department of 
History, Brandon University.

A Biomass Future for the North American Great Plains: 
Toward Sustainable Land Use and Mitigation of Green-
house Warming. By Norman J. Rosenberg. Dordrecht, The 
Netherlands: Springer, 2007. xviii + 198 pp. Maps, figures, 
tables, references, index, color plates. $139.00 cloth.

	 In A Biomass Future for the North American Great 
Plains, Norman Rosenberg, an agricultural meteorologist 

with degrees in soil physics and meteorology, sets out to ex-
amine the potential for the North American Great Plains as 
a major source of biomass for producing cellulosic ethanol. 
The book’s theme is the feasibility of converting a portion 
of the Plains from input-intensive grain crops to more sus-
tainable biomass crops. Rosenberg’s fundamental thesis is 
that, in the face of diminishing groundwater supplies and 
increased energy costs, it is likely the acreage of water- and 
fertilizer-intensive grain crops will decline in the Great 
Plains, and that a viable alternative would be to dedicate a 
portion of the region to biomass crops for energy. Much of 
the region should be put back into perennial grasses anyway, 
and devoting land to biomass for energy would have better 
economic and social returns than simply letting the land 
revert to the “buffalo commons.”
	 Seven chapters describe the natural resources, agricul-
ture, people, and society of the region from the standpoint of 
economic and environmental sustainability. Historically an 
important “breadbasket” for the nation, the long-term future 
for agriculture here is in question largely due to depletion of 
water resources. Adding to that is the possible impact of the 
climate change “wildcard,” which could cause this inherently 
fragile agroecoregion to become even less conducive to grain 
production, particularly in the drier western portions. Rosen-
berg postulates that biomass production using perennial native 
grasses could provide a more sustainable alternative than cur-
rent irrigation-dependent arable farming. 
	 Through the sequestering of CO2 in the soil and the re-
placement of fossil fuels with biofuel, biomass from the North 
American Great Plains could also make an important contribu-
tion to climate change mitigation. Although the author clearly 
identifies the opportunities presented by biomass production in 
the region, he also acknowledges and addresses numerous ques-
tions and concerns, including the issue of food vs. fuel produc-
tion and problems associated with transporting biomass long 
distances in a water-limited region with relatively low-biomass 
yield. The book does not try to convince the reader that biomass 
production is the only route to agricultural sustainability in the 
Great Plains, but an option that should be seriously considered. 
The region needs more grass on the land, and biomass pro-
duction is preferable to simply returning the land to a natural 
unmanaged state.
	 This book presents a comprehensive, thoroughly re-
searched, and timely treatment of the topic. Interpretive sum-
maries at the end of each chapter emphasize salient points 
and are very helpful to the reader. Illustrations (including 
color plates in end materials) are useful, but a number have 
poor resolution, making them difficult to interpret. The book 
is appropriate for upper-level students and other individuals 
interested in sustainable agriculture, agroecology, bioenergy, 
and related topics. Steven L. Fales, Department of Agronomy, 
Iowa State University.
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