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Monsanto next petitioned to make potential damages punitive—tri-
pling the amount that Pilot Grove might have to pay if found guilty. After a
judge denied that request, Monsanto expanded the scope of the pre-trial in-
vestigation by seeking to quadruple the number of depositions. “Monsanto
is doing its best to make this case so expensive to defend that the Co-op will
have no choice but to relent,” Pilot Grove’s lawyer said in a court filing.

With Pilot Grove still holding out for a trial, Monsanto now subpoenaed
the records of more than 100 of the co-op’s customers. In a “You are Com-
manded ... " notice, the farmers were ordered to gather up five years of in-
voices, receipts, and all other papers relating to their soybean and herbicide
purchases, and to have the documents delivered to a law office in St. Louis.
Monsanto gave them two weeks to comply.

Whether Pilot Grove can continue to wage its legal battle remains to be
seen. Whatever the outcome, the case shows why Monsanto is so detested in
farm country, even by those who buy its products. “I don't know of a com-
pany that chooses to sue its own customer base,” says Joseph Mendelson,
of the Center for Food Safety. “It’s a very bizarre business strategy.” But it’s
one that Monsanto manages to get away with, because increasingly it’s the
dominant vendor in town.

Chemicals? What Chemicals?

The Monsanto Company has never been one of America’s friendliest corpo-
rate citizens. Given Monsanto’s current dominance in the field of bioengi-
neering, it's worth looking at the company’s own DNA. The future of the
company may lie in seeds, but the seeds of the company lie in chemicals.
Communities around the world are still reaping the environmental conse-
quences of Monsanto’s origins.

Monsanto was founded in 1901 by John Francis Queeny, a tough, cigar-
smoking Irishman with a sixth-grade education. A buyer for a wholesale
drug company, Queeny had an idea. But like a lot of employees with ideas,
he found that his boss wouldn't listen to him. So he went into business for
himself on the side. Queeny was convinced there was money to be made
manufacturing a substance called saccharin, an artificial sweetener then
imported from Germany. He took $1,500 of his savings, borrowed another
$3,500, and set up shop in a dingy warehouse near the St. Louis waterfront.
With borrowed equipment and secondhand machines, he began producing
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saccharin for the U.S. market. He called the company the Monsanto Chemi-
cal Works, Monsanto being his wife’s maiden name.

The German cartel that controlled the market for saccharin wasn't
pleased, and cut the price from $4.50 to $1 a pound to try to force Queeny
out of business. The young company faced other challenges. Questions arose
about the safety of saccharin, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture even
tried to ban it. Fortunately for Queeny, he wasn't up against opponents as
aggressive and litigious as the Monsanto of today. His persistence and the
loyalty of one steady customer kept the company afloat. That steady cus-
tomer was a new company in Georgia named Coca-Cola.

Monsanto added more and more products—vanillin, caffeine, and
drugs used as sedatives and laxatives. In 1917, Monsanto began making as-
pirin, and soon became the largest maker worldwide. During World War I,
cut off from imported European chemicals, Monsanto was forced to manu-
facture its own, and its position as a leading force in the chemical industry
was assured.

After Queeny was diagnosed with cancer, in the late 1920s, his only son,
Edgar, became president. Where the father had been a classic entrepreneur,
Edgar Monsanto Queeny was an empire builder with a grand vision. It was
Edgar—shrewd, daring, and intuitive (“He can see around the next corner,”
his secretary once said)—who built Monsanto into a global powerhouse.
Under Edgar Queeny and his successors, Monsanto extended its reach into
a phenomenal number of products: plastics, resins, rubber goods, fuel addi-
tives, artificial caffeine, industrial fluids, vinyl siding, dishwasher detergent,
anti-freeze, fertilizers, herbicides, pesticides. Its safety glass protects the U.S.
Constitution and the Mona Lisa. Its synthetic fibers are the basis of Astroturf.

During the 1970s, the company shifted more and more resources into
biotechnology. In 1981 it created a molecular-biology group for research in
plant genetics. The next year, Monsanto scientists hit gold: they became the
first to genetically modify a plant cell. “It will now be possible to introduce
virtually any gene into plant cells with the ultimate goal of improving crop
productivity,” said Ernest Jaworski, director of Monsanto’s Biological Sci-
ences Program.

Over the next few years, scientists working mainly in the company’s
vast new Life Sciences Research Center, 25 miles west of St. Louis, developed
one genetically modified product after another—cotton, soybeans, corn,
canola. From the start, G.M. seeds were controversial with the public as well
as with some farmers and European consumers. Monsanto has sought to
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