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Remembering Jim Delahanty . . .
Rosarian, Professor, Mentor, Friend Of The Rose

James Joseph Delahanty, 77, born on September 19, 1935, passed away 
July 26, 2013. He resided in Sherman Oaks, California at the time of his 
passing. Arrangements were under the direction of Forest Lawn Holly-
wood Hills, Los Angeles, CA. Services at St. Cyril of Jerusalem Catholic 
Church (Encino, CA) were attended by many Southern California rosari-
ans. 

In 1987, when I began to learn about roses, I met a small group of 
fellow “Rose Nuts.” The on-line correspondence of these devoted garden-
ers spanned the country — with running discussions on roses, books, film, 
family joys and tragedies, cooking, politics . . . and roses. Thus, I met Jim 
Delahanty, beginning a friendship which lasted 26 years.

A retired professor of Law, “JD” made friends in every circle he 
touched.   A former student wrote of him:

“Dr. Delahanty was an extraordinary professor, mentor, and 
friend. A philosopher-king of the rose world, he marched to the 
beat of his own polyanthem.”

— Nury Yoo - Albuquerque, NM

Jim stood out from the crowd, in part because of his brilliance. But it 
was his kindness which made him special. Known and honored through-
out the world of roses, he would have received a Great Rosarian’s “Friend 
Of The Rose” award this coming February.

(He had previously received the 
American Rose Society’s Outstand-
ing Rosarian Award.)  

I don’t know how many Southern 
California Rose Societies Jim be-
longed to, but he corresponded with 
most of them, and spoke to many.  He 
was a many-times Past-President of 
VCRS, the present Newsletter Editor, 
and the heart and soul of the Society 
— but he was valued nationally by the 
American Rose Society and the Herit-
age Rose organizations, and, well —
by everyone he ever touched.

Jim wasn’t JUST Ventura Coun-
ty’s Newsletter Editor.  He was  a 

‘Tip Top’
(Polyantha, Lambert, 

Germany, 1909)

— Continue to Pg. 2
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valued contributor to various ARS publica-
tions, along with the Heritage Roses Group 
quarterly “Rose Letter.” And he was both 
a Newsletter contributor and a founding 
member of the Gold Coast Heritage Roses 
Group.  All will be poorer for his leaving 
us.

I've taught several people to use Publish-
er software to build Newsletters.  

Teaching Jim was FUN. He caught ideas 
quickly, then took the next step, adding his 
own  “twist” to what the software of-
fered. In a short time, he was producing 
Newsletters that won National Awards.  
Was I surprised?  Not one bit!

Jim never met a rose he didn’t love – but 
he had a decided partiality for the oft-forgotten Polyantha.  He participated 
in rose shows, in no small part, because in doing so, he was able to intro-
duce others to Polyanthas and other little-known beauties  that he KNEW 
they should  know about.  He learned to propagate roses, so that he could 
share them forward, and his Polyantha collection included many cultivars 
that were not (and are not) in commerce.  

— Remembering Jim Delahanty, cont. from Pg. 1

‘Lady Ann Kidwell’
(Polyantha [“Poly-Tea”] Seedling of ‘Mlle. Cecile Brunner’;  Bred by 

Alfred Krebs, U.S., 1948; Marsh’s Nursery 

“JD” At The Stagecoach Inn

— Continue To Page 3
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He was always ready to share cultivars with nurseries — so that they 
might place them in commerce, and he was recognized nationally for his 

encyclopedic knowledge of this intriguing class of roses.  I’m glad that I 
have  ‘Tip-Top,’ a “Poly-Tea” rose (officially a Polyantha) bred in Ger-
many by Peter Lambert, 1909.  My ‘Tip-Top’ was a gift to my garden 
from Jim (who had been given it by Kim Rupert — who had in turn gotten 
it through Heirloom Old Garden Roses, when they were that).

Jim Delahanty loved roses. He loved literature, and the Law, and his 
country. He loved knowledge for its own sake.  

Above everything, Jim loved Jane Delahanty passionately, and  Pat-
rick Delahanty like a son.  

Not a day passes that I don’t think:  “I must tell Jim about this!” Or, 
perhaps, “I will ask Jim about that!” Nor am I alone in that — many of 
his friends find healing in sharing “JD Stories.”  I suppose we always will.

— Remembering Jim Delahanty, cont. from Pg. 2

“Can anyone remember love? It's like trying to summon up the smell 
of roses in a cellar. You might see a rose, but never the perfume.”

— Arthur Miller
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‘Lady Reading’

Polyantha, Int. 1921 by van Kleef, Netherlands — parentage un-recorded
(NOTE:  Sangerhausen says, “sport of Ellen Poulsen,” Breeder van Herk) 

“What though youth gave love and roses, 
Age still leaves us friends and wine.”

— Thomas More 
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In December of 2011, I wrote about 
San Juan Bautista — a historic Mission 
town in San Benito County.  Since then, 
I’ve continued my involvement in rose 
preservation efforts there. 

I’ve visited the town a number of 
times to help Carol, and with all her work, 
the roses at the Zanetta House (Plaza Hall) 
are looking much better.   (Ed. Note:  This 
is a great victory.  Under the care of the Park Service, the roses had not been 
faring well.)

Last year I received a an email from Loryn, who had just moved there. I 
put her in touch with Carol, and she went several times to help her, too, before 
some minor surgeries and her own garden and animals kept her from going. 

— Continued on Page 6

The Roses of San Juan Bautista
— Jill Perry,

Curator of Roses, San Jose Heritage Rose Garden

“Castro-Breen White Musk”
This vigorous climbing rose is probably R. brunonii — and was probably planted in front of the 

Historic Castro-Breen Adobe in the 1940’s or very early 1950’s

“Castro-Breen White Musk”



6

Things at the cemetery were not improving, however.  Several people in 
town wanted to get the roses labeled, but no one knew how to start. Preserva-
tion is a difficult thing for an individual, much easier for a group. 

Then, a couple of months ago, Jeri Jennings decided to try to get the ball 
rolling. From her position as National Convener of the Heritage Roses Group, 
she wrote to both the Mayor (who is also head of the Cemetery Board) and the 
Historical Society about the condition of the roses in the cemetery. Wanda, of 
the Historical Society was already one of my contacts there, and I put her in 
touch with Loryn. They read the letter at the next City Council meeting. 

Many emails ensued among us over the next month, and the mayor (Tony) 
agreed to meet with the rose preservation interests at the cemetery on Friday 
July 26. 

At that point (early July, 2013) the rose preservationists were still just a 
number of interested individuals who were starting to think maybe they should 
become a group with a name. They could, for instance become a committee 
within the existing Historical Society. I suggested, instead, that they become a 
part of the Heritage Roses Group, by forming the San Juan Bautista Herit-
age Rose Group.  I sent them to the HRG website, and to Jeri. Within hours 
they were official. 

— San Juan Bautista, Cont. from Pg. 5

— Continued on Page 7

Jill Perry in San Juan Bautista’s historic Campo Santo — with “La Dama Blanca,” a lovely, 
remontant, white rose which may be ‘Etoile de Lyon.’
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Step two had to be a website. 

Chris has some technical know-how, and along with his wife, has an inter-
est in preserving the local roses for their historical and tourism value.  I sug-
gested that he look into weebly.com, which has templates for free websites.  
They’re very easy to set up, even with no knowledge of how to create webpag-
es. 

Within a couple of days, the website was up at:

http://sjbheritageroses.weebly.com/
There’s a contact form on their homepage, and I’m sure they’d enjoy sup-

portive comments from readers of this blog.) 

Steps 3 and 4 in the process included materials to give Tony about the 
roses, the groups plans for preserving the roses, and a sample of how we want-
ed to tag the roses. 

I provided information on the roses, which I already had, as I had given a 
tour there in 2012. Chris and Wanda used my info plus GPS to provide exact 
locations for every rose. Loryn wrote up a draft proposal, which we edited, and 
had a final form ready. Chris was able to obtain a bunch of clear plastic lug-
gage tag kits in which a business card fits, then put the rose information on one 
side of each card, and information about the group on the other to produce a 

— San Juan Bautista, Cont. from Pg. 6

“Sector Parking”
This rose is thought to be a sister seedling to ‘Francis E. Lester,’ 

which was released after Francis Lester’s death in 1948.
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sample card.

I arrived in San Juan Bautista again 
on Friday the 26th, and met the group at 
Vertigo Cafe at 9 am. After all our cor-
respondence, it was nice to finally meet 
Chris and Wanda in person, and to see 
Loryn again. 

These three make a great combo for 
San Juan Bautista.  Loryn knows a lot 
about Heritage Roses, Wanda is in-
volved with local history, and Chris is 
involved with the strategic planning committee, with tourism being a major 
part of that. Preserving the roses, starting with those in the cemetery, relates to 
all three fields. There are a number of unidentified roses in San Juan Bautista, 
which have not been found anywhere else!

We discussed how we wanted to present our proposal, enjoyed coffee and 
a pastry that Angela, Chris’ wife, brought over to the table when she popped 
into the cafe for a minute.

We headed over to the cemetery, and Mayor Tony arrived just behind us.

Clay Jennings With

“Jesse Hildreth”
“Jesse Hildreth” A Highly-Endangered Found Rose in San Juan Bautista

“Jesse Hildreth”
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After introductions, Chris and Tony did most of the talking. Chris, who 
works in sales, sold our proposal easily. The maintenance people had been tak-
ing care of the roses mainly because someone has to, but they know no more 
about roses than they do about any shrub. They and Tony were happy to turn it 
over to the SJBHRG. 

After the meeting with Tony and with one of the maintenance people, I 
took our group around to look at each of the roses, and discuss how each 
should be maintained. Some are on plots that are still active, and they will try 
to contact the families and ask if they want SJBHRG to care for their rose. If 
they can’t find the family, the tag will let the family know how to contact them. 

I also stopped to see Mary Sellen’s grave by a large ‘Perle d’Or’ rose. 
I met Mary on Dia de Los Muertos (See blog post): 

http://oldtearoses.wordpress.com/2012/11/07/roses-in-cemeteries-on-the-
dia-de-los-muertos/

with my friends Judy and Tamara last Fall, and she kindly let us into her back-
yard to see the roses there, most of which were planted by her mother. She let 
me take cuttings of one old Bourbon, and I now have a small plant of it (which 
I’ve given the study name, “Mary Sellen’s Bourbon”). I was sorry to hear of 
her passing, just a couple months after we met her. Wanda assured me that 
Mary’s roses will be well looked after by her daughter.

I also took the group to see some of the other heritage roses around town. 
Some are in the State Park;  others are on private property.  These could easily 
be lost to new landscaping. The plan is first get the cemetery labeled, then 
write an article for the local paper, then try to build up interest in other locals 
who have an old rose to preserve it, and perhaps tag it, and/or allow the group 
to propagate it for eventual sales.

The story of the roses of San 
Juan Bautista began in the 
19th-Century.  Thanks to 
Jill’s good work, it looks like 
the story will continue 
through the 21st. Century, in 
this town that cares for its 
history.  — JMJ

Please do not reproduce this arti-
cle without the specific written 
permission of the author, Jill Per-
ry. The late Col. Mel Hulse, with ‘Laure Davoust,’ 

and a State Historic Park Employee
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ROSES NEED WATER!
— Linda Buzzell-Saltzman,  LBUZZELL@aol.com

If the multi-year droughts aren’t upsetting you yet, the news about deplet-
ed aquifers will definitely do the trick! We have definitely entered an era when 
the availability of inexpensive, unlimited fresh water can no longer be taken for 
granted. If you watched the Roman Polanski film “Chinatown” (starring Jack 
Nicholson) many years ago you’re probably well aware that Golden Staters are 
in an unsustainable water situation. For years we’ve been stealing water from 
other areas and draining deep, ancient aquifers without a thought for replace-
ment without a thought for tomorrow. And finally the bill has come due.

Luckily, some clever folks are working hard to come up with ways to 
stretch our water budget. 

Two promising solutions involve rainwater harvesting and permeable 
paving. 

On the former, check out Brad Lancaster’s series of books on Rainwater 
Harvesting for Drylands and Beyond. He's from Arizona where water condi-
tions (infrequent, torrential rains, more dry months plus depleted aquifers) are 
even worse than here in California, so he knows what’s at stake.

Homeowners can start with simple fixes. Contouring our yards to capture 
water using berms, swales and terraces is a great start. As permaculture folks 
say, “The best place to store water is in the soil.” I’m not a big fan of cisterns 
and rain barrels as they usually don’t hold enough water to really make a dif-
ference, but it’s not difficult to use pipes and hoses to guide and “sink” the 
water from our roofs into our gardens through clever earth-shaping. A simple 
example of this tactic is to plant deep in “wells” or half-circle berms to hold in 
all the rainwater or water from a hose.

Australia's drought conditions are even worse than ours so Australian per-
maculturists have invented a lot of clever techniques. There's a great You Tube 
video called "Greening the Desert" that shows a demonstration site in the worst 
desert in the Middle East that permaculturists were able to improve with berms 
and swales to get maximum use from the 6" of water a year they get, plus road-
way runoff, to grow fruit trees. Ag specialists at local universities swore it 
would be impossible but they were wrong...

Another relatively easy fix is to install a greywater system – now legal in 
Caifornia (but check with your local area for rules and regs). We have a simple 
one at our house that's working really well and watering our fruit trees with 
laundry water (we use special soap that doesn’t damage plants). The roses that 
grow around these trees are VERY happy!

As for permeable paving, it's starting to catch on with city governments 
and individual homeowners. It captures rainwater (if we ever get any!) and 
prevents it from rushing down impermeable roads into creeks and ocean, sav-
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ing them from contamination with oil, gas, animal excrement etc. A landscape 
architect we know had a driveway made out of permeable concrete and he 
could put a hose full on it and the water just goes right through. Imagine how 
much water we could save to replenish our groundwater aquifers if cities used 
permeable pavement on all new streets, sidewalks etc.!

We homeowners can also improve our watering techniques, toughening 
our plants by holding off on irrigation until later in the spring to force roots to 
follow winter’s sinking water deep into the earth. Too many of our plants are 
irrigation addicts, with shallow roots that hover around the teats of the drip 
system begging for a drop. Few of these would be tough enough to survive on 
a slimmer water diet. Also allowing plants to grow to larger size may help 
them toughen up. Every time we prune, we lose roots as well, limiting our 
plants’ ability to capture every last drop of rain or hose water.

On a larger scale, commercial farming needs to move from the current 
"pour it on" water-wasteful methods to improving soil tilth so that the soil 
holds water rather than repelling it. This also helps fields survive floods, as 
was proven recently when conventional farms flooded while nearby organic 
farms just sucked in all the moisture like a sponge, as their soils were full of 
humus and compost. 

If you really want to get hard-core about saving water, consider installing 
electrical, composting toilets (zap and it's fertilizer!) instead of using precious 
treated drinking water to flush away "humanure" that could be put to other 
uses.

What we DON’T want to do is listen to city officials blathering on about 
planting only cactuses, “drought-tolerant” and native plants. While all of these 
are good plants, there is no need for us to be deprived of our roses! We just 
have to be creative about our choice of rose and how we use our precious wa-
ter. With care, we can save some for the roses that provide us with soulful sol-
ace, beauty, fragrance and even food for our tables (we use rose petals in our 
salads – organically grown, of course!).

I'm sure as drought conditions worsen we'll be hearing a lot more about 
more ways to save water. If you discover any, please share your tips with the 
rest of us!

Whatcha gonna do when your well runs dry?
Whatcha gonna do when your well runs dry?

I'd like to know, 
whatcha gonna do when your well runs dry?

— Peter Tosh
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— Cont. on Pg. 15

Dear Vintage Rose Lovers, 

The Friends of Vintage Roses (TFoVR) is pleased to announce that 
the IRS has approved its application for 501(c)(3) tax exempt status that 
filed earlier this year. Please become a member or make a contribution in 
any amount to further TFoVR's mission to preserve the historic roses in 
the "Lowery-Robinson" collection, now owned and maintained by 
TFoVR. The collection currently is located in Sebastopol, California, 
about 50 miles north of San Francisco. 

Those of you who have followed our progress know that the effort to 
form a tax exempt nonprofit began in the fall of 2010, when an ad hoc 
group of old rose enthusiasts met in the San Francisco bay area to discuss 
how best to save the collection. Under the stress of several crises, includ-
ing the difficult economic climate of the last few years, the collection had 
begun to deteriorate significantly. That all-volunteer group identified a 
roadmap forward and began the slow task of implementing it. Today we 
can report the success of this initial endeavor, made possible only with the 
help of so many. 

Thanks to everyone who stepped up in the myriad ways needed to 
keep this goal alive and to advance it to this point. 

To further its mission, TFOVR needs your continued support. Please 
help to preserve the collection by becoming a member! Until TFoVR's 
website is launched later this year, donations can made be made by check 
payable to The Friends of Vintage Roses. Please send checks for member-
ship ($35 annually) or in any amount to: 

The Friends of Vintage Roses 
3003 Pleasant Hill Road 

Sebastopol CA 95472-5444 
Attn: Treasurer.

You may also make an online donation through the Heritage Rose 
Foundation's special fund for The Friends of Vintage Roses, thanks to 

News From Vintage Gardens
The closing of Vintage Gardens Rose Nursery was a blow to all who 
love Old Roses.

Here’s a report, received in mid-September, on the effort to preserve 
the roses in the Vintage collection.
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‘Lady Ann Kidwell’
(Polyantha [Poly-Tea] U.S., 1948)

HRF's continued support for this cause, on the HRF website here: 

HRF National Collections fund for TFoVR 

Membership donations support the preservation of the rose collec-
tion, and members receive a regular newsletter by email, keeping them up 
to date with the progress of the roses. During the bloom season members 
also will receive notice of periodic "member open days" when they will be 
able to view the roses. However, because TFoVR will provide no prod-
ucts or services in return for membership donations, the full amount is 
deductible as a charitable contribution under IRC 501(c)(3) to the extent 
provided by law. TFoVR's Tax ID is 45-5624170. 

For additional information, or to volunteer, please contact TFoVR at: 

info@thefriendsofvintageroses

Thanks and see you amongst the roses! 

TFoVR Board of Directors, 

Gregg Lowery, President, Interim Curator 
Jean Vieth, Secretary 

Joanne Bowman, Treasurer 
Steve Dunatov 

Carolyn Sanders

— Vintage Report

“A true poet does not bother to be poetical.
Nor does a nursery gardener scent his roses.”

— Jean Cocteau 
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A Report On The 2013

National Heirloom Exposition
September 10th, 11th, and 12th

Sonoma County Fairgrounds,
Santa Rosa, CA

Our HRG Booth Was A Rousing Success

Wrap Your Mind Around This Magnificent Tower of Squashes and Pumpkins!
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‘Snowbird,’ (HT, U.S., Hatton)  
77 Years After Its Introduction, It’s Tops For Beauty, Disease-Resistance, And Fra-

grance.  No Wonder It Was Easy To Sell!

STOP! And Smell The Roses!

For the second time, the national Her-
itage Roses Group took part in the Nation-
al Heirloom Exposition.  We felt good 
about it the first time.  This was even bet-
ter.

The event is a Harvest Festival on a 
grand scale.  Heirloom fruits and vegeta-
bles are for sale — those, and more.

I was fascinated by a group of folks 
from the Navajo Nation, who had come to 
the Expo with a small herd of Churro 
Sheep (see Pg. 16), with weavings, and 
jewelry to sell.  

We found our booth space in a very 
central spot.  In fact, with its colorful ban-
ners, it was front-and-center, as folks came 
in the gate.

We sold rose plants.  A LOT of rose plants!  We handed out literature.  

— Continue To Pg. 16
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We answered questions.  
LOTS of questions.  And we 
enjoyed the hundreds of people 
who stopped to enjoy the fra-
grant bouquets of Old Roses, 
set out on our table.

Plenty of Gold Coast members 
took part in the event, as did 
members from other local 
Groups.

We owe a huge Thank you 
to everyone who participated 
— but two individuals deserve 
special recognition . . .

Firstly, thanks must go to   
Sherri Berglund, of North-
ern California’s Bidwell Herit-
age Roses Group.  

Sherri made this her project, 
reserved our space (and fronted 

the money for that!).  She assembled a tent, and a table, and all of the many 
things you need to set something like this up.

Secondly, we must thank Burling Leong — Burlington Rose 
Nursery.  

Without Burling’s generous donation of rose plants, we’d have had only 
ideas to “sell.”  Her donation of roses allowed us to make this venture a profit-
able one.

Visit Burling, at:  http://burlingtonroses.com/

Navajo-Churro Sheep — Churro for short — is a 
breed of domestic sheep originating with the Span-
ish Churra sheep crossed with the Jacob sheep both 
obtained by the Navajo Indian tribe around the 
1500's during the Spanish Conquest.  These heir-
loom sheep are known for hardiness and adaptabil-
ity.  Their wool consists of a protective topcoat, 
with a soft undercoat.  Unlike most sheep, some 
Churro rams have four horns.  They are praised for 
their low-maintenance, disease-resistance, and lean meat — but they 
are raised primarily for wool.

Pat Schink Photo
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“One may live 
without bread, 

not without 
roses.”

— Jean Richepin 

Sheri (L) & Jeri (R)

Tom Jefferson Photo



We came to Old Roses before the advent of easily-reached on-line 
knowledge and assistance.  Books were an imperative (and I still can’t 
pass on a good new book on roses.
One of the first books we purchased was Classic Roses (1985), by 
Peter Beales.  This was followed quickly by Beales’ companion book:  
Twentieth-Century Roses (1988).  
My copy of Old Fashioned Roses:  Their Care And Cultivation, was 
autographed by the author — Peter Beales daughter, Amanda Beales 
Gipp.  That signature now seems poignant.

Amanda Beales Gipp
9-10-1967 — 8-12-2013

It is with great regret that Peter Beales Roses announces the passing 
of Amanda Beales on Monday, 12th August, after a prolonged illness.

Amanda had worked alongside her brother Richard, and with her 
father Peter and mother Joan in the internationally famous rose company 
based at Attleborough, Norfolk, and was responsible for breeding and in-
troducing a number of well-known roses, including Clarence House, St. 
Ethelburga, and Macmillan Nurse, the forerunners of the Modern Classic 
rose range.

Amanda was also an accomplished author, and wrote a number of 
books, including Roses: A Colour Guide, as well as painting roses, which 
were her passion.  Amanda often helped with the exhibits at shows such as 
the Royal Horticultural Society’s Chelsea Flower Show, and other major 
events.

Studying at Burlingham College of Horticulture in Norfolk, Amanda 
served her apprenticeship at Howard Nurseries, and then at Peter Beales 
Roses.

This has been a triple tragedy for the Company, with Joan Beakes 
passing away late last year, and Peter early this year, now followed by the 
loss of Amanda.

Managing Director Richard Beales said, “This is another terrible loss 
to the Company and to me personally, but I know that I must ensure that 
the legacy that my family created lives on through what was the passion 
for all of my family — Classic Roses.

Amanda will be sorely missed by her friends, colleagues, and family.  
She leaves behind her daughter, Laura, son Alex, and partner Wes.

For further information, please contact Peter Beales Roses, Ltd., 
London Road, Attleborough, Norfolk NR 17 1AY, Telephone:  01953 
454707.  Email: events@peterbealesroses.com



Peter Beales spoke at the Huntington Botanical Gardens some 
years ago, as one of the first Great Rosarians Of The World honorees.   
He was a charmer!  

I’ll always remember his comment on the then-recent move by 
the American Rose Society to eliminate the Rambler class, scattering 
its former inhabitants through diverse other classes of roses-that-
climb.  Asked about that change, Beales replied indignantly that ARS 
had, in one-fell-swoop, rendered “two-hundred years of rose books .  
. . . OBSOLETE.” 

— JMJ

RETHINKING GLYPHOSATE
By Stephanie Strom, New York Times, 9/19/2013

ALTON, Iowa — The puny, yellow corn stalks stand like weary sentries on 
one boundary of Dennis Von Arb’s field here. 

On a windy day this spring, his neighbor sprayed glyphosate on his fields, and 
some of the herbicide blew onto Mr. Von Arb’s conventionally grown corn, killing 
the first few rows. 

He’s more concerned, though, about the soil. During heavy rains in the sum-
mer, the runoff from his neighbor’s farm soaked his fields with glyphosate-laden 
water. 

“Anything you put on the land affects the chemistry and biology of the land, 
and that’s a powerful pesticide,” Mr. Von Arb said. 

But 20 miles down the road, Brad Vermeer brushes aside such concerns. 
He grows “traited,” or biotech, corn and soy on some 1,500 acres and esti-

mates that his yield would fall by 20 percent if he switched to conventional crops 
and stopped using glyphosate, known by brand names like Roundup and Bucca-
neer. 

In short, it is just too profitable to give up. 
“Local agronomists are starting to say we have to get away from Roundup,”

Mr. Vermeer said. “But they’re going to have to show me that conventional genet-
ics can produce the same income.”

The local differences over glyphosate are feeding the long-running debate 
over biotech crops, which currently account for roughly 90 percent of the corn, 
soybeans and sugar beets grown in the United States. 

While regulators and many scientists say biotech crops are no different from 
their conventional cousins, others worry that they are damaging the environment 
and human health. The battle is being waged at the polls, with ballot initiatives to 
require labeling of genetically modified foods; in courtrooms, where lawyers want 
to undo patents on biotech seeds; and on supermarket shelves containing prod-

19

— Continued On Page 20



ucts promoting conventionally grown ingredients. 
Now, some farmers are taking a closer look at their soil. 
First patented by Monsanto as a herbicide in 1974, glyphosate has helped rev-

olutionize farming by making it easier and cheaper to grow crops. The use of the
herbicide has grown exponentially, along with biotech crops. 

The pervasive use, though, is prompting some concerns. 
Critics point, in part, to the rise of so-called superweeds, which are more re-

sistant to the herbicide. To fight them, farmers sometimes have to spray the toxic 
herbicide two to three times during the growing season. 

Then there is the feel of the soil. 
Dirt in two fields around Alton where biotech corn was being grown was hard 

and compact. Prying corn stalks from the soil with a shovel was difficult, and when 
the plants finally came up, their roots were trapped in a chunk of dirt. Once freed, 
the roots spread out flat like a fan and were studded with only a few nodules, which 
are critical to the exchange of nutrients. 

In comparison, conventional corn in adjacent fields could be tugged from the 
ground by hand, and dirt with the consistency of wet coffee grounds fell off the 
corn plants’ knobby roots. 

“Because glyphosate moves into the soil from the plant, it seems to affect the 
rhizosphere, the ecology around the root zone, which in turn can affect plant 
health,” said Robert Kremer, a scientist at the United States Agriculture Depart-
ment, who has studied the impact of glyphosate on soybeans for more than a dec-
ade and has warned of the herbicide’s impact on soil health. 

Like the human microbiome, the plants’ roots systems rely on a complex sys-
tem of bacteria, fungi and minerals in the soil. The combination, in the right bal-
ance, helps protect the crops from diseases and improves photosynthesis. 

In some studies, scientists have found that a big selling point for the pesticide 
— that it binds tightly to minerals in the soil, like calcium, boron and manganese, 
thus preventing runoff — also means it competes with plants for those nutrients. 
Other research indicates that glyphosate can alter the mix of bacteria and fungi that 
interact with plant root systems, making them more susceptible to parasites and 
pathogens. 

“Antibiotics kill bacteria or reduce their growth, but some of those bacteria 
are useful,” said Verlyn Sneller, president of Verity, a small company that sells 
sugar-based fertilizers and water systems and works to persuade farmers like Mr. 
Vermeer to switch to conventional crops. 

But research detailing the adverse effects with glyphosate is limited, and other 
studies counter such findings. 

Monsanto, which sells Roundup and seeds resistant to glyphosate, says “there 
is no credible evidence” that the herbicide “causes extended adverse effects to mi-
crobial processes in soil.” A team of scientists from the Agriculture Department 
similarly reviewed much of the research and found the herbicide to be fairly be-
nign. In response to a request from Monsanto, the Environmental Protection Agen-
cy recently increased the amount of glyphosate that is allowed on food and feed 
crops. 

“Another factor that weighed on our minds quite a bit was that when you look 

20



“My life is part humor, part roses, part thorns.”
— Bret Michaels 

at the yields of the three major glyphosate-resistant crops — corn, soybeans and 
cotton — there’s generally been a trend upwards that hasn’t changed since they 
were adopted,” said Stephen O. Duke, one of the U.S.D.A. scientists who worked 
on the review. “If there was a significant problem, I don’t think you’d see that.” 

In defending the herbicide, Monsanto scientists and others cite research that 
has found that mineral deficiencies caused by glyphosate can be mitigated with soil 
additives. They also point to studies showing that the increase in plant diseases —
which some have attributed to the use of the herbicide — instead could be linked to 
weaknesses in the variety of the plant that was chosen for genetic modification, or 
to the rise of “no-till” farming, which leaves plant materials that harbor pathogens 
on top of the soil where they can infect the next crop. 

The company and the government continue to assess the impact of the herbi-
cide. 

The U.S.D.A. is conducting studies in Illinois, Mississippi and Maryland. Ear-
lier this year, Monsanto bought parts of a company founded by J. Craig Venter, the 
first scientist to sequence the human genome, as part of an effort to develop mi-
crobes and other “agricultural biologicals.” The foray into microbes, said Robert 
T. Fraley, Monsanto’s chief technologist, is to improve yield and address some of 
the issues raised about glyphosate. 

Until the debate is settled, some farmers in the Corn Belt are rethinking their 
methods. 

Several years ago, Mike Verhoef switched to biotech corn and soybeans on his 
330 acres in Sanborn, Iowa. He regularly rotated the two crops with oats, which are 
not genetically engineered, to help replenish the nutrients in the soil. 

Almost immediately, he said problems emerged. He noticed that his soil was 
becoming harder and more compact, requiring a bigger tractor — and more gas —
to pull the same equipment across it. The yield on his oats also dropped over time 
by about half. 

“It took me that long to figure out what was going on,” Mr. Verhoef said. 
“What I was using to treat the traited corn and soy was doing something to my 
soil that was killing off my oats.”

Two years ago, he gave up and started growing conventional crops again. He 
is now working with Verity to improve soil quality and says his yields of conven-
tional corn and soy are “average to above average” compared with neighbors 
growing biotech crops. It does take a bit more work, he acknowledges, since he has 
to walk his fields and figure out what mix of products is needed to treat the issues. 

Although a neighbor told him that he would go broke growing conventional 
crops, Mr. Verhoef has no plans to go back to genetically engineered varieties. “So 
far, so good,” Mr. Verhoef said. “I’m not turning back, because I haven’t seen 
anything that is going to change my mind about glyphosate.” 

Many thanks to “HoovB,” who mentioned this article on
Gardenweb’s Rose Forum.  Food For Thought.
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Treaties, you see, are like girls and roses; they last 
while they last.
— Charles de Gaulle 

‘Sombreuil, Cl.’

A marvelous climb-
ing rose,  of un-

known origin, and 
Wichurana type



‘CORNELIA’ (Hybrid Musk Rose, Rev. Joseph Hardwick Pemberton, U.K., 1925)


