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The Farm

ONE FARMER, 140 EATERS

It was the first week of May and I was at the wheel of a clat-
tering 1975 International Harvester tractor, driving through an
Iowa cornfield. The tractor was dragging a spidery machine
called an eight-row planter, which dropped corn seeds into the
earth. Driving over that field was like trying to steer a boat
through a sea of dark chocolate. The hard part was keeping the

thing on a straight line. If you mess up, your rows will wobble,

overlapping or spreading apart. Your neighbors will laugh and,
worst of all, you will not be able to plant as much corn.

The tractor I was driving belonged to George Naylor, a big |
man with a moon face and a scraggly gray beard. He sat next to
me as [ drove and tried to shout instructions over the diesel roar.
He had on the farmer’s usual baseball cap, a yellow shirt, and
overalls—the stripy blue kind worn by railroad workers. The
field was part of Naylor’s farm, 470 acres in Greene County,

Iowa. Naylor had been working the farm for more than thi

years, since he took it over from his father in the mid 1970s. 1
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This part of Iowa has some of the richest topsoil in the
world, a layer nearly two feet thick. It was laid down over ten
thousand years ago by retreating glaciers. Tall-grass prairie
grew here until the mid-1800s, when the sod was first broken
by the settler’s plow. George’s grandfather moved his family
to Towa from Derbyshire, England, in the 1880s. The sight of
such soil, curling behind the blade of his plow, must have made
him feel happy and confident. It’s gorgeous stuff, black gold as
deep as you can dig, as far as you can see.

THE FAR END OF THE FOOD CHAIN

Back in 1919, when the Naylors bought this land, farming
. was very different and so was the Naylor farm. All sorts of
. crops grew here: corn, but also fruits and other vegetables, as
~ well as oats, hay, and alfalfa to feed the pigs, cattle, chickens,
- and horses. (Horses were the tractors of that time.) Back then
one out of every four Americans lived on a farm. The average
farmer grew enough food to feed twelve other Americans.
Less than a century later the picture is very different. Corn
j- muscled out most of the other plants and animals. The
%.u eep, chickens, pigs, and horses are gone. So are most of the
fruits and vegetables. George Naylor grows only two crops on
his 470 acres—corn and soybeans. Corn has even pushed most
of the people off the farm. Out of 300 million Americans, only
2 million are still farmers. That means the average American
irmer today grows enough food to feed 140 other people.

- The 140 people who depend on George Naylor for their
00d are all strangers. Like me, they live at the far end of a food
Shain that is long and complicated. George Naylor doesn't
ow the people he is feeding and they don’t know him.
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I came to the Naylor farm as an unelected representative

of the 140 people he feeds. I was curious to learn whom, and
what, I'd find at the far end of the food chain that keeps me
alive. Of course, I had no way of knowing if it was George
or some other farmer who grows the corn that feeds the steer
that becomes my steak. That's the nature :
chain. But I knew that a Midwest cornfield just like George
Naylor’s is the place most of our food comes from.

of the industrial food

George Naylor loads his truck with corn from his sto
the grain elevator in town.

rage bin, which he’ll then tow to

| PLANT CORN

The day I showed up at the farm was supposed to ble the onl..
dry one all week, and George was trying to get hlSllaSt nj
acres of corn planted. A week or two later he’d starF in on !
soybeans. The soybean has become the second major crop‘

P

~ photo courtesy of George Naylor
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the industrial food chain, taking turns each year in the field
with corn. It now finds its way into two-thirds of all processed
foods.

For most of the afternoon I sat on a rough cushion George
had made for me from crumpled seed bags. After a while he let
me take the wheel. We drove back and forth across the field, a
half a mile in each direction. Every pass across this field, which
is almost perfectly flat, represents another acre of corn planted.

The corn seed we were planting looked like regular kernels
of corn, but it was actually something called Pioneer Hi-Bred
34H31. You and I think of corn as corn, but farmers like
Naylor know there are dozens of varieties, most created by
: large agribusiness companies. That’s one of the reasons corn
- has succeeded so well. It’s relatively easy for humans to breed
‘new types-of corn to fit our needs. But what's good for corn
(and agribusiness) isn’t always good for farmers. That’s the case
‘with the new types of corn seed.

. Back when George’s grandfather started farming, farmers
grew their own seed. That’s the way farmers had always gotten
their seed—they just kept some of their crop to be planted for
the next season. Then in the 1930s seed companies came up
-:."-.'.}_a a new kind of corn seed—hybrid corn. A hybrid is a plant
of animal whose parents have different traits. For example, you
might take a type of corn that resists disease and cross it with
ther type of corn that produces a lot of ears. The result is
d hiybrid—a disease-resistant plant that produces a lot of corn.
Sounds good, right?

~The catch is that hybrid corn does not “come true.” The first
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FRANKENSEEDS?

MICHAEL POLLAN

be like their hybrid parents, but

g%\;H%IS ogh most will not. The only way to _
B bt o s 5l make sure your plants produce the When farmer_s first planted hybrid corn in the 1930s their yields
same amount of corn—that they doubled or tripled. But if they planted seed from that first crop

pounds of kernels. That's - _
bout fhe size of an extra- yields dropped again, since the second generation of corn was

large bag of dog food.

have the same yield as the original
hybrid—is to buy new seed every
year from a seed company.
Hybrid corn quadrupled the
yields of farmers, from about
re to about eighty bushels per acre. This

not identical to the first. The only way to get the higher yields
was to buy seed from seed companies. Soon, the only way for

farmer to compete was to buy hybrid seed every year. Even if
farmers face hard times, the seed companies continue to make
money year after year, selling farmers something they used to
grow themselves.

‘Today the seed companies have taken things a step further.

twenty bushels per ac
was the beginning of a major change in the way farmers oper-

ated and the way we get our food. In a way it was the beginning

of the industrial food chain.
The secret of modern corn hybrids is that they can be
a farmer could

Genetically modified corn seed (or GMO, for genetically modi-
organism) promises even higher yields than hybrid seed.

planted very close together. Before hybrids, O corn is not bred the old-fashioned way, by crossing corn

plant eight thousand corn plants in an acre. Today, George &
can grow thirty thousand plants in an acre. Hybrids have been?

bred for thicker stalks and stronger root systems, the better

to stand upright in a crowd. This also makes it possible to
the plants live if

harvest them with large machines. Basically, :
a city of corn, crowded together in neat rows. (¢

New hybrids have increased farm yields to about 180 bushs
els per acre. One bushel holds 56 pounds of kernels, so 180
bushels is slightly more than 10,000 pounds of food per ac ¢
The field George and I planted that day would produce 18
million pounds of corn. Not bad for a day’s work sitting dowi

.. It is created in a laboratory by adding genes to corn
INA. The new genes don’t come from corn plants. They might
e from a bacteria or some other organism. So with human
orn can now take genes from other plants and animals.
pens up a whole new world of possibilities for the plant

new GMO seeds could be a bonanza for the seed
€s. No one can own the species called “corn.” It is
e natural world, the common property of all human-
fl'th GMOs, a company can own a patent on a living
. When Monsanto, or some other corporation, invents
of corn, it belongs to them and they can charge

I thought to myself. i
the right to grow it. But many farmers like George

1se to grow GMO crops. They believe that GMOs

Ir“-'-’. s experiment with the natural order of things.

74



MICHAEL POLLAN

CORN VS. EVERYONE

When George Naylor’s grandfather was farming, the typi-
cal Towa farm was home to many different plant and animal
species. At the top of the list were horses, because every farm
needed working animals. After horses were cattle, chickens,
and then corn. After corn came hogs, apples, hay, oats, pota-
toes, and cherries. Many Iowa farms also grew wheat, plums,
grapes, and pears. This diversity, with many different types of
crops, allowed the farmer to get by if prices fell for any one crop.

The arrival of high-yield corn changed all that. It changed

‘the very landscape of Towa, as corn drove out the other plants
and animals and even many of the people.

S DIVERSITY LOST

it

| on lowa faems in 1920.and 2002.

_';ﬁ.paé_}i:s{fg._ show the number of crops and livestock produced for sale, ||

o Horee T Plums Barley Corn _
e i-Latfler - Grapes Raspberries doybeans
Aelilchickent || Ducks | Turkeys Hay
T lCom. | T Gieese Watermelon - Cattle
~Hogs '~ Strawberries’ — Gooseberrics Horses
Lo Apples Pears Dweet Corn Hogs
i Oats_ | Mules. _Apricots . Oats
11 wotatoes | “Sheep  Tomatoes Sheep
_' E‘__'____'ihm'iaé ~Peaches Cabbage "
— Wheat - Bees Popeorn

Source: Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture, Iowa State University; USDA.
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‘ As yields grew and farmers grew more corn, prices dropped.
Suddenly it was cheaper to feed corn to cattle, instead of rais-
. ing them on hay or grass. People also found it cheaper to feed
.corn to chickens and hogs. A new business emerged—cattle,
] __pigs, and chickens started being stuffed full of corn in large
factory-type operations called feedlots. So the animals disap-
‘peared from the farm, and with them the pastures and hay
-i_: elds and fences. (The horses began to disappear when farmers
‘Started buying tractors.)

- In the place of the pastures, the farmers planted more corn
(and sometimes soybeans). Now the corn began to push out
people too. A farm of corn and soybeans doesn’t require
nearly as much human labor as the old-fashioned farm full of

Farm area in 2000

USDA Economic Research Service.
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different kinds of crops. Bigger tractors and machines, chemi-
cal weed killers, and artificial fertilizer made it easier for one
farmer to handle more acres.

“Growing corn is just riding tractors and spraying,” Naylor
told me. It only takes a few weeks of work over a year to raise
five hundred acres of industrial corn. So the farms have gotten
bigger, but fewer people live on them.

When Naylor’s grandfather arrived in America the popula-
tion of Greene County was near its peak: 16,467 people. In
the 2006 census data it had fallen to below 10,000. The town
of Churdan in the center of the county is like a ghost town. &
The barbershop, a food market, and the local movie theater =
have all closed in recent years. The middle school has so few
students left it can no longer field a baseball team. It takes fo
local high schools to field a single football team: the Jeffersons
Scranton-Paton-Churdan Rams.

Just about the only business left standing in Churdan is the
grain elevator, the tall structure where corn is stored before it i§ from the U.S. government.
shipped elsewhere. The elevator stands at the far end of to p tthe heart of the industrial food chain are huge businesses
like a windowless concrete skyscraper. It still makes mon€y gri-businesses. The same businesses that create new seeds pro:
because, people or no people, the corn keeps coming, morg of ers with the tools and fertilizer they need to grow lots

it every year. . Agribusinesses also need cheap corn from which they
) rocessed food and hundreds of other products. To get

: n flowing and keep it flowing, agribusiness depends on

{etnment regulations and taxpayer money.

the government started seriously helping corn back in

Lhat was when a huge weapons plant in Muscle Shoals,
ama, switched over to making chemical fertilizer. How
-apons plant make fertilizer? Because ammonium
i‘n main ingredient in many explosives, happens to

From Farm to Factory

TURNING BOMBS INTO FERTILIZER

t may seem that I've given corn too much credit. After all
1s just a plant. How could a plant take over our food chain
push out almost every other species? Well, it had some
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