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In Memoriam, Norman Borlaug
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Article History Abstract

The article briefly highlights the profile of great Norman Ernest Borlaug (1914-2009)
who received Nobel Peace Prize in 1970 for his outstanding contribution in world
Received 1" April, 2010 food productionA Norwegian in origin NE Borlaug was born in lowa and served the
Received in revised form 2April, 2010 country of Mexico for around 40 yea’s.PhD in plant pathology and genetics,
Acceptedin final form6" May, 2010 Borlaug was Director of International Wheat Improvement Program at International
! Maize and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT) in Mexico. Though criticized
and opposed for his work several times, Borlaug was also reckoned as Father of Green
Correspondence to Revolution who started a new era of agriculture—the modern agriculture. Dr Borlaug
"E-mail: jsarquis@uvmx established the/orld Food Prize in 1986—an award in recognition of people for their
contribution to world food production. This prize in food and agriculture has acquired
a high prestige similar to that of the Nobel Prize. ‘Aim at the stars’, he advised his
Keywords students, ‘knowing that you will never get one, but some stardust may fall upon you'.
Norman Borlaug, CIMMY Tdwarf wheat, The author had a rare privilege to meet such a great personality who spent his entire
life battling with hunger
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The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of studies on hold to get a job in order to support himself. He
their dreams- Eleanor Roosevelt started working with the poor and hungry very early on in his
life, an experience which molded his lifetime commitment to
Aged 95, on September 12, 2009, Norman Borlaug passetlelping the needyHe received his BS in Forestry in 1937, his
away | wish to render here my own humble overdue tribute toMS in 1940 and his PhD in plant pathology and genetics in
this man who loved mankind so much, he spent most of hid942, under the guidance of Elvin C. Stakman, who inspired
life restlessly struggling against hunger around the world.him to take up plant pathology for a degree program at the
He never strived to win a Nobel Prize, which he did in 1970,University of Minnesota
for his contribution to the development of high yielding dwarf From 1942 through 1944 he worked for DuPont in military
wheat varieties which possessed resistance to diseasprojects in support of the US war effort in the Pacific during
particularly rusts. India, Pakistan, China dinlkey among ~ World War Il. Then in July 1944, after rejecting DuPont’s
others are some of the most populated countries whicloffer to double his salarhe left the firm and joined the newly
immediately benefited from the amazing success of his team’established Cooperative Wheat Research and Production
endeavors. | chose these words to deliberately emphasizerogram in Mexico, a joint project by the Rockefeller
something the scientist himself often brought up: this wasFoundation and the Mexican government. In 1964 Borlaug
not one man’s achievement; there were many men and womew,as appointed Director of the International Wheat
colleagues, technicians, field workers, hard working scientistdmprovement Program at the newly established International
whom he led at the International Maize and WheatMaize and Wheat Improvement Center (CIMMYT) at El
Improvement Center in Mexico and around the world. ThisBatan, Texcoco, Mexico; an autonomous international
alone earned him a worldwide reputation as the father of thénstitute for research and training with funding jointly
Green Revolution, as it became known. undertaken by the Ford and the Rockefeller Foundations and
Although one can find abundant information onBuorlaug’s  the Mexican government. He officially retired from the position
prolific life, even in a nutshell it is a must recalling some of thein 1979 but remained a senior consultant at CIMMKDmM
highlights here. Of Norwegian descent, Borlaug was born inthem on to the end of his days he kept busier than he had to,
Saude, a small community near Cresco, lowa on March 25sharing his time between CIMMY&nd TexasA&M
1914, only four months before the outbrealk\airld War I. University, where he began teaching in 1984. In 1986 he
The eldest of four children, Borlaug worked in his established a program in support of agriculturéfrica
grandparents” farm as a boy and was encouraged by hi®gether with ex-President of the Unitedt®s Jimmy Carter
grandfather to pursue an education. He never new kasy and a Japanese Foundation headed ymicRi Sasakawa.
lived through the Depression era many times putting hisOver 20 years, this program, named Sasakawa-Global 2000,
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has collaborated with 1African countries in agricultural my boss had to literally push me forward from behind and
technology transfer onto millions of small farmers in thathere | was walking by his side. Our first exchange was anything
continent. but memorable, | really can’t recall what was said on either
Dr. Borlaug felt particularly proud of his participation in thepart, but surely that is because overwhelmed as | was my mind
establishment of thevorld Food Prize en 1986; an award inwent blank; | have always hoped I did not say anything too
recognition of people for their contribution to world foodSilly. Years laterin 1988, | was very happy to see Norman
production. This prize in the field of food and agriculture had3@in, this time honored to be in his class on international
acquired a high prestigénslar to the Nobel Prizdlo this day ~ adriculture afexasA&M. During that spring | often stopped
nearly 25 men and women have been distinguished 3% his ofice and spent time talking about CIMMYa&bout
recipients for their contribution to an exceptional increase exico, agrlculture,_smence and Whate“‘.“ was a man of
volume, quality and availability of world food supplshe ~ Principles; most patient and understanding, but not soft, he
World Food Prize Foundation, based in Des Moines, low#@S actually quite tough, particularly with indolence, apathy

United States, has created excellent educational program@giuggishness. He prided in helping the hardworking.
motivate the young in embracing the cause of world fodd'S humanitarian efforts carried on to the last breath. Inspired

production. perhaps by his absolute conviction that he was not worthy of
Over 63 years of professional careerBorlaug was appointed the Nobel Peace Prize awarded to him he committed the rest of

honorary member of agricultural science academies in i\is life to earn it. “Aim at the stars”, he advised his students,
countries, he received 60 Doctorate Degife®®ris causa know that you will never get one, but some stardust may fall

and was honored by civic associations and produc on you”. It,must h_ave been Norman’s breed _that ins_pired
organizations in 28 countries around the world. Thiaurice Barrés to write: “The secret of the strong is to obligate
Government of Indiavhere he is known as the Father of Irglia’ NemMselves without rest”.

Green Revolution. conferred tRadma Mibhushan. its second 10 him I owe reaching the decision to return to Mexico after |
highest civilian award on him in 2006..Borlaug also received concluded my degree program”&IM. As | neared the goal |

the National Medal of Sciencethe United States’ highest '6C€ived an dérto stay in the US at Nevadea& University
scientific honoy from U.S. PresidenGeoge W. Bushon 1€ made me feel guilty as he reminded me my country needed
February 13, 2006. He was awarded the Danflwiard for M€ more. He lived in Mexico for forty years and new the country
Plant Science by the Donald Danforth Plant Science Genter Well: indeed I witnessed his great love for Mexiéad there
Louis, Missouri in recognition of his life-long commitment to’€ Was, reminding a Mexican national of his priorities. | have
increasing global agricultural production through plant sciencBeVer regretted listening to him.

As any other great man, Borlaug had many critics, perhaps
even some of them not entirely without reason; Throughoﬁfthher Sudy _

his years of research, Borlasgprograms often faced ngelsenA., Kaimowitz, D., 2001The Role ofAgricultural

. ; ; ; Technologies inTropical DeforestationAgricultural
tion b le wh d t breeding t / b . -~ C
ggpuonsr:z;?gra?/oee'tgph(;\/vé r?eg(;?i?/[éeirtsqeggrllgucg \?vi)rLere]alsng ° Technologies an@ropical Deforestation. CABI Publishing,

been criticized for bringing large-scat@onoculture, input- NewYork. :
intensive farmindechniques to countries that had previousl;aorlaug’ N.E., 1953. New appfo?‘c.h to the t?“%ed'”g _of_wheat
relied onsubsistence farming-hese farming techniques reap ~ Varieties resistant tdPuccinia graminis tritici.

- i ; ; Phytopathology 43, 467.
large profits for Ugribusinesandagrochemicatorporations . . .
sugh F;sl\/lonsantogCompanymd r?ave been criE[)icized for Brown, L.R., 1970., Nobel Peace Prize: developer of high-yield

widening social inequality in the countries owing to uneven Wheat receives award (Norman Ernest Borlaug). Science
food distribution while forcing a capitalist agenda of U.S 170,518-519. ,
corporations onto countries that had underdand reform. COCKbUMA., 2003, Corporate Interests Kegforld's Poor

Be that as it maynobody should pass an oversimplifying Hungry, Sunday Business Postvailable from http://
judgment on his work without first coming to grips with one afchives.tcm.ie/businesspost/2003/06/29/
true above all facts: his work initiated a new era in agriculturg; Story909701237.asp _

what he pushed forward was modern agriculture. Wheat yiltfdden, P 2003.The genes of the Green Revolutidnends

alone skyrocketed from 500 to over 2,500 kg/ton with the N Genetics 19, 5-9. .
introduction of the new varieties he helped develop. Leonard,Andrew, 2007. Show @anic farmers the money

I had the privilege of working at CIMMYT for three years from Available from http://wwwsalon.com/tech/htww/2007/07/

; 16/organic_farming/index.html
1982 through 1984Among other reasons, what made it sQ, - — . .
undeserved a privilege is that | met Borlaug there. My ?Qetlz, L.R, 1970. New wheats and social progress. Science 169,

boss, the Head of the Experimental Station Program -a fine 952-955. . .
Scot man by the name of John Stewart- introduced me to h?rwrney J., 2008. Greens and HunggierneyLab - Putting
Ideas in Science to tAest. NewYork Times.Available at

one day during the summer of 1983, as we walked the station . .
under my command iflaltizapan, Morelosrou know a great http://tierneylab.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/05/19/greens-
and-hunger/?pagemode=print.

man when you stand before one, no disrespect to anyone.
Norman seemed to me a gentle charasteiling and amiable
all over When | saw him first | was too shy to approach him so

26



