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Accident Started Research
On Drought-Resistant Corn

Natural Selection Turned to Account Simply by Letting
Plants Wilt, Watering Them, and Using Those That Recover

CIENTIFIC discoveries are rarely, if

ever, made as direct results of lucky
accidents. But an accident may supply
the tip that sets a scientist’s active inquir-
ing mind off on a long pursuit that
eventually runs down important and
useful facts. The legends of Newton’s
apple and Galileo’s swinging lamp are
good cases in point.

Research at Kansas State College, that
promises to produce valuable strains of
drought-resistant corn, had such a semi-
accidental inception.

It started in 1931, when James W.
Hunter, now with a large commercial
seed house in Waterloo, Nebr., was a
research assistant at the Kansas institu-
tion. He was growing large numbers
of inbred seedling corn plants in green-
house benches.

One spring day, being late for classes,
he left the greenhouse in such a hurry
that he forgot to open the ventilators.
At noon when he came back, the tem-
perature had climbed to 120 degrees.

Fortunately, he had finished work on
the batch of corn seedlings, so that it
was no calamity to find them all wilted
and some of them dead. He noticed.
however, that some of the plants still
living were in much better shape than
others.

He immediately watered all the plants
and returned the next day to see what
had happened. The badly wilted plants
showed very little recovery, but the ones
that had been in good shape the day be-
fore were just about as good as new.
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Here was a lead. With two colleagues,
H. H. Laude and Arthur M. Brunson,
Mr. Hunter went to work in earnest.
The research was conducted as a joint
project of Kansas State College and the
U. S. Department of Agriculture.

Essentially, the method pursued has
been to harness the principle of natural
selection. By exposing new strains, as
they are developed, to conditions that
will kill all but the fittest, researchers
still continuing the work are automati-
cally assured that the survivors will have
the valuable features they are seeking.

Science News Letter, August 13, 1938

Sﬁ:’ﬁ“;m Social Problems
Studied in High School

TRIKES, riots, revolutions and in-

ternational “incidents,” bread lines,
bank robberies, and automobile fatali-
ties. All these may be traced to some
failure of citizens to function properly
in the social group or to some inade-
quacy of the social group in its relation
to the individual.

Only the newborn lives alone. Perhaps
even he must be considered as part of
the first social group, the family. Cer-
tainly from the beginning of school days
each of us is called upon to make con-
cessions to what others want.

Yet even in high school and college
the student may have no adequate idea
of the extent to which he must adjust
his own personality to fit in with the
complexities of the adult’s social life.

A preview is offered by a new text-
book of Drs. Emory S. Bogardus and
Robert H. Lewis of the University of
Southern California and Los Angeles
Junior High School, respectively, en-
titled Social Life and Personality.

Problems of adjustment in marriage
and the family, training for health-giv-
ing and pleasure-giving recreation, the
effect of various types of occupations on
the personality and the individual reac-
tions to occupational success or failure.
These are matters in which young people
of high school age have a vital interest.
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They have a right, also, to unemo-
tional, factual discussion of such prob-
lems as alcohol, and gambling. The auto-
mobile as an instrument of death in the
hands of unstable, inexperienced adoles-
cents and emotionally immature adults
is another such social problem.

Young people need to know of the
cultural and social value to them indi-
vidually of art and music, religion and
social service. They need to know how
to plan for security in their old age.

Free discussion and a better under-
standing of the interrelations of the in-
dividual and society should serve to
minimize the present-day frictions threat-
ening civilization.
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PHYSICS

Still Much Mystery
in Simple Happenings

NE DOES not need to go to the

latest atomic research to encounter
baffling happenings in nature. There
are paradoxes, yet unsatisfactorily ex-
plained, in even such seemingly simple
things as the rupture, or breaking, of
materials.

If you see one motor car towing an-
other with a chain and see the chain
break in two it seems simply that the
application of too great a force has
caused the break. The rupture is across
the chain and the force which we say
“caused” it was at right angles to the
plane of the rupture. Every elementary
physics textbook will back you up on
this reasoning.

But the matter may, or may not, be
so simple. Prof. Percy W. Bridgman,
Harvard’s profound scientist who stud-
ies the behavior of materials under ex-
treme pressures, can throw some men-
tal sand into your reasoning on this
point.

Take one test which Prof. Bridgman
describes (Journal of Applied Physics,
August). Into a suitable chamber he
slides a rod of glass, through tight-fitting
collars, and leaves the two ends sticking
out. Then, by hydrostatic pressure, he
subjects the part of the rod inside the
box to high pressure. When the pressure
is great enough the rod breaks crosswise
as though you had pulled too strongly
on the ends.

Here is not a pull, but a push, which
is applied not at right angles to the
plane of the fracture but parallel to the
plane. How would you explain that
happening by the usual, simple con-
cepts of force causing rupture? The
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