New Zealand Journal of Crop and Horticultural Science, 2001, Vol. 29: 309-311
$7.00 © The Royal Society of New Zealand 2001

0014-0671/01/2904-0309

Book reviews

The world wheat book: a history of wheat breed-
ing. Edited by Alain Bonjean and William Angus.
Published in 2001 by Intercept Limited, P. O. Box
716, Andover, Hants SP10 1YG, United Kingdom
(email: intercept@andover.co.uk). 800 p., hardcover.
ISBN: 1-898298-72-6. Price: £140.00/US%$224.00.

The goals of this ambitious book are clearly
articulated by the editors early in their Foreword.
Brought together by a common interest in wheat
breeding and a desire to introduce new genetic
diversity into their programmes, they identified that
all too often such an aim was unfulfilled because of
a lack of knowledge about the introduced germplasm
rather than poor performance per se. Furthermore,
modern wheat breeding is a multi-disciplinary team
activity, with increasing effort being directed at
applying the new technologies of genomics and
molecular genetic manipulations. The editors
perceived a need to ensure that this new “breed” of
wheat scientist has an understanding and
appreciation of where conventional breeding has
come from and, vice versa, what the new
technologies offer all members of the wheat science
fraternity for the future.

To do this the editors set out to describe wheat
development and production on a worldwide scale.
Following a pre-described formula, almost every
wheat producing country or region in the world
describes their agroecological traits, wheat
production and markets, wheat breeding, and other
research. There are very few gaps, and it is hard to
see the justification for the editors’ claim that a
follow-up edition will soon be needed to plug them.
Instead, perhaps, the model developed within this
book could be used to look at other key agricultural
crops of global significance.

This is a book to delve into over time, and
deserves a prominent position on our shelf of major
reference works. The book follows a natural
progression, starting with an examination of the
origins of our modern wheat crops and cultivars,
asking why wheat has become the dominant world
cereal grain, before leading into a critical chapter on
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the series of major discoveries, mostly made since
the 1950s, that allowed the establishment of hugely
successful cultivar development programmes from
this time onwards. The semi-dwarf Norin-10 genes,
the 1B/1IR translocation, photoperiod insensitivity,
the gene-for-gene theory of disease resistance,
glutenin protein subunits, amongst others, are each
analysed for their contribution to our understanding
of wheat and our ability to successfully breed for
improved performance. This chapter also introduces
us to many of the key personalities of the wheat
scientific community, and it was a pleasure to be
reminded of just what a debt we owe to such workers
as Borlaug, Sears, et al.

The next 33 chapters take us from Europe around
the world and back to Africa. Itis all here; how wheat
moved from a low cost, low input commodity grain
crop to a high input, high value food crop. Its
adaptability is described for countries with vastly
different climates and physical environments, and
with vastly different end uses, from the basic straw
and grain requirements of the animal herders of the
Siberian plains to the sophisticated palates of the
Western diner. The constant battle against ever
changing pests and diseases is a common lament, and
the different market structures and relative science
activities between public and private sectors make
fascinating reading. Perhaps the greatest wheat
breeding story of all is told in the chapter on the
CIMMYT international programme based in
Mexico. Started by Borlaug, the concept of shuttle
breeding has now become a routine feature of many
breeding programmes. It is, however, the critical
difference that allowed the CIMMYT programme to
significantly raise production and processing
standards above subsistence levels in many
developing countries. Coined the “green revolution”
of the late 1960s, it saved so many from poverty and
starvation.

The final section of the book examines various
systems for wheat production, breeding, and
biotechnology. Different chapters investigate why
mutation breeding or hybrid wheat production never
quite delivered the potential gains made using these






