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I work in Mississippi State, Mississippi in the Crop Science Research Laboratory. I began 
service  with ARS in 1961 and so I'm in my 46th year of research with ARS. It's been a really 
good career.

I've been working with cotton since I came to work with ARS in 1961. I stayed at the same 
location. My job has changed several times. As a research geneticist and plant breeder, I've been 
working with developing traits in cotton that will be useful to the cotton industry. 

When the laboratory first started it was called the Boll Weevil Research Laboratory and that was 
a group of about twelve scientists that came there with this mission to develop the technology to 
eradicate the boll weevil. 

In about 1970, we decided we had the technology to eradicate the boll weevil and some 
programs began to do so. Currently, the boll weevil has been eradicated from the Mississippi 
River to the eastern coast of the US and an effort is under way to eradicate it from the rest of the 
US.  

So, as I looked at my career I realized we were going to eradicate the boll weevil and I said 
what's the next big pest that we are going to be dealing with from a plant breeding standpoint 
and this was the cotton boll worm, tobacco bud worm and so we began to work on that in the 
early 70s.

The first thing we had to do and the one research was to develop some good field techniques to 
measure resistance to the worm. To tell whether our cotton varieties and cotton line were 
different in their resistance to the worm. 

So, we developed some really good techniques for this and as we were beginning to find some 
lines that carried some tolerance to the worms, the Bt technology became feasible. And so we 
began to work with industry and the BT technology was transgenic plants and moving a gene 
from a bacterium to cotton and today most of the cotton that is grown in the world has transgenic 
traits in it for insect resistance and this came from industry but we work with them to do this. 

The worms are a pest of cotton around the world. Cotton is grown from Carolina to California in 
17 southern states and in all the states worms are a problem or pest--different degrees in different 
states. Particularly, in the Mid-South where were I work they are a major pest a lot of money 
spent for insecticides to control the pests and in the mid 90s when Bt technology was just 
becoming about ready to be commercialized the insects were developing a high level of 
resistance to the pesticides. And so it was fortuitous for the industry to have this new technology 
come along and be available to the growers. 

Growing Up

I was born in a small town called Barton in the state of Arkansas in 1934 in the middle of the 
Depression. And my parents were farmers they were part of a program McGovern set up at that 
time to buy large tracts of land, divide it into smaller tracts, make it available to new farmers, 
and give them thirty years to pay for the land. And so my parents jumped at this opportunity and 
bought one of these farms from the Farm Service Administration or Farmers Home 
Administration and I moved to the farm when I was about seven years of age and we grew cotton 
and we grew dairy cattle. 

We had a small farm and we succeed in doing a good job with farming and in 1952 I graduated 
from high school and off to college and my dad said, "Education's important son." So, I listened 
to him all the years and went on to get the PhD and had a very interesting and an enjoyable 
career in research.

Science Beckons

When I was in college in 1953 and 1954, those two summers, I worked with a cotton breeder 
who was called Mr. Carl Moosberg. He worked for the Bureau of Plant Industry, Soils and 
Agricultural Engineering which actually eventually became part of the Agricultural Research 
Service. 

So, a couple of summers working with Mr. Moosberg and cotton breeding, piqued my interest in 
cotton breeding. The next two summers when I was in college I worked in insect control as a 
cotton scout with the Extension Service and again that piqued my interest and so when I 
graduated from college I looked at the job market, I looked at the assistantship market for 
research assistantships and it come back about half as much going to school as you could not 
going to school and working full time, so I chose the option of going to school and taking an 
assistantship and working. I went to Purdue University worked in corn genetics with a very 
famous corn geneticist Herbert Kramer. 

When I graduated from there I worked a year at the University of Illinois and a job came open in 
cotton with ARS in Mississippi. I went and interviewed for the job. They offered me the job and 
the rest is history. It's been a  very productive and enjoyable career.

I've been able to travel and see the US officially had some meetings and things and I've been 
able to travel to all continents except Asia and Antarctica and observed cotton production on 
those continents. It has been very educational for me and very enjoyable because I do love to 
travel.

Interesting story about cotton is that cotton has been cultivated for about five thousand years 
that's as far as we can find records. So it's a very ancient crop and for most of that time it was 
produced and cultivated the same way. During my life time nearly all the changes that have 
occurred in cotton production except the cotton gin have occurred so I've been witness to the 
development of genetics and the varieties that we now have. The development of herbicides to 
control the weeds, the development of insecticides to control the insects, the transgenic technology now to control the insects, the transgenic technology to control the weeds and so 
during my lifetime there's been more changes occur in cotton from the production standpoint 
than in the whole history of cotton.
And this made for a very exciting research career because we've had to stay abreast of what was 
happening and to make sure that our research fit into the way in which cotton was being 
produced.

As I look at my career, one of the great advantages I've had, I been on Mississippi State 
University campus for all of my 46 years. I've been in federal facilities but it's on the university 
campus. I've had the opportunity to work with many university professors as collaborators and 
ARS collaborators around the country. And I've also had an opportunity to work with graduate 
students. And I mentored over 70 graduate students during my career with ARS and now my 
graduate students are plant breeders for all the major cotton seed breeding companies in the 
world. 

And this a very rewarding to see the young men that I worked with and helped train that they are 
doing well with industry jobs in plant breeding. And I couldn't be here today if it wasn't for the 
work that all the collaborators I've worked with have done.  I've written manuscripts with over 
178 different authors and this attests to my understanding that to solve the problems that we need 
to solve in cotton it would take team research. 

And so from the very beginning I've been part of a team. I've worked with many, many  
collaborators to solve the different problems we've been working with and that's been a very 
rewarding experience because you find that when you put two people together that work well as 
a team you have synergism. You don't have just one plus one equals each two. You probably 
with two good people working together do as much as three independent people will. And put a 
team of five people together you really can do a lot of good work. So that's been very rewarding 
for me and I'd like to acknowledge that my success in science has been because of the work I've 
done with many collaborators and it's been a team effort very beginning.

Advice for Young Scientists

Realize that ARS is a great place to work. You'll have a great deal of opportunity to solve 
important problems and you need to recognize this and be grateful for it. But you also need to be 
willing to work with other people, to form partnerships to get the job done and never be afraid to 
share the credit. And to always be willing to listen and to continue to learn. If you are a new 
young scientist starting with ARS now I can assure you that ten years from now your job will be 
different, the abilities that you have should be different and if they are, if you continue to learn, 
ARS is a great place to work. 
