


off the shelf in the bookstore. When you strained your back trying to hold it
aloft. When you felt The Dread creep down your spine as you scanned through
the book’s seemingly infinite number of pages and feared that, not only would
you have to read all of it, but that reading it wouldn’t be exactly like breezing
through a Hardy Boys adventure or a Nancy Drew mystery. 

No doubt, the material appeared strange. Opening to a page halfway through
the book you saw bizarre chemical structures littering the page, curved arrows
swooshing here and there like flocks of starlings, and data tables bulging with
an inordinate number of values — values that you suspect you might be
required to memorize. I admit that organic is a little frightening. 

12 Part I: Going Organic: The Chemistry of Carbon 

The soap opera of organic molecules
Organic molecules govern our life processes like
metabolism, genetic coding, and energy storage.
In nature, organic molecules also play out a
crazy soap opera, acting as the medium for many
twists and turns, deceptions, betrayals, strategic
alliances, romances, and even warfare. 

Take plants, for example. They seem so defense-
less. When a predator comes to lunch on a
plant’s leaves, the plant can’t just pack up its
bags and take off. It’s stuck where it is, so there’s
nothing it can do, right? But although plants may
seem defenseless, they’re not. Many plants pro-
duce antifeedants, nasty organic compounds
that are unpleasant tasting or even toxic to those
who would dare eat them. (As a kid, I always
knew Brussels sprouts contained something like
this.) Predators that have feasted on a plant rich
in these unpleasant compounds make sure to
refrain from eating them in the future. 

To produce antifeedants to discourage being
eaten is bad enough, but sometimes plants have
defenses that seem just plain evil. Certain
species of plants, for example, can detect when
a caterpillar has decided to munch on its leaves
(by detecting organic molecules present in the

caterpillar’s spit!). When the plant detects that
a caterpillar has decided to make supper on its
leaves, the plant emits volatile organic mole-
cules into the air, chemicals designed to attract
wasps. When the wasps buzz by to check out
what’s up, they see the caterpillars eating the
plant and killing it. The wasps couldn’t care less
about the misfortunes of the plant, but the
female wasps do need a comfortable spot to
hatch their eggs. And what’s a snugger nursery
than the innards of a fat, juicy caterpillar? 

When a wasp spots a caterpillar, it swoops
down, makes a crash landing on the caterpillar’s
back, stings the caterpillar into paralysis, and
lays its eggs inside of it! When the wasp larvae
hatch shortly thereafter, they make the caterpil-
lar their first meal, munching on it contentedly
from the inside out. The wasp has now repro-
duced and has had its little offspring fed, and
the plant is rid of its pest — a strange alliance
between wasp and plant, all thanks to commu-
nication by organic molecules. And that’s just
one episode in this never-ending soap opera,
produced, funded, and sponsored by organic
molecules. 
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