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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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