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As the distance between the present day and end of the Second World War has widened, the scale of the changes that took place in British agriculture during the three decades after the end of the war have become more apparent. Much has been made of farmers’ efforts  during the war to ensure that the British people were fed and of the highly visible changes to agricultural practice that underpinned that effort – the proliferation of tractors, compulsory ploughing up of prized grasslands, mandatory use of inorganic fertilizers. However, as Brian Short, Charles Watkins and John Martin have emphasised, it was the enshrining of these trends, after the war, in national policy that confirmed the arrival of the age of industrial agriculture.
  

The 1947 Agriculture Act is often cited as the official beginning of what has increasingly come to be viewed as an agricultural revolution. New industrial techniques for managing livestock and advances in both crop and animal breeding were developed by a commercially-driven agricultural science community. These were taken up by farmers, as were cheap chemicals for improving yields and controlling pests and diseases. All of this was combined with new or improved financial incentives from the state to drain wetlands, remove hedgerows, enlarge and standardise field sizes. The result was a significant increase in agricultural productivity and rising farm incomes during the postwar years, with the former celebrated more publicly than the latter.
 

In short, British farmers abandoned mixed farming traditions and accepted mechanization, specialization, intensification and chemical-ization with an enthusiasm that would previously have been unimaginable. This process of agricultural industrialization did not simply alter the nature of farming; it also had significant, often negative, impacts on water and soil quality, biodiversity, landscapes and food quality.
 The postwar organic movement was one of a small group of weak voices that sought to draw attention to the negative consequences of industrial agriculture.

The origins of the British organic movement, as Philip Conford’s work demonstrates, date not to the 1970s flowering of environmentalism but earlier, to the interwar years.
 Organic farming developed in reaction to the emergence of industrial agriculture. Just months before adoption of the 1947 Agriculture Act, which confirmed that British farmers would benefit from ongoing state support in return for implementing a programme of industrialization, the organic movement’s first broad-based, membership organization was established, the Soil Association.

The nascent organic movement had had a ‘good’ war. The public had shown a strong interest in organic ideas and techniques, with several books about organic agriculture becoming war-time bestsellers. The Ministry of Agriculture and its agencies largely tolerated, if grudgingly at times, the organic movement’s promotion of composting as a method of maximising soil fertility.
 

Furthermore, it was clear that economic and social restructuring would be a national priority once the war ended; and organic supporters were eager to see priority given to the domestic production of high-quality, nutritious food in a new and better Britain. 

Full of optimism, yet fearful of many recent and potentially imminent changes to agriculture, the organic movement drew together and launched itself into public view. The Soil Association was not meant to be, and never was, an agricultural oganisation. Rather, it was an organisation focused on health and the question of how to farm in ways that prioritise nutrition. Its membership, which never reached more than a few thousand in its first three decades, was much more diverse than a typical farming organisation’s and this was a point of pride. The early Soil Association had only weak links with the institutions and individuals who led British agriculture, but it had strong links with the alternative health community, particularly with the holistic Pioneer Health Centre in Peckham, south London.

The organic movement of the late 1940s and 1950s was interested in quality not quantity. Its supporters believed that the quality of food consumed is the most influential factor in human health and that food quality is fundamentally determined by soil quality. This, in turn, led them to argue that the overriding priority of both health and agricultural policy should be protecting and maintaining soil quality by ‘natural’ methods, primarily composting. Inorganic fertilizers were suspected of disrupting the health of the soil and, thereby, threatening nutritional standards and human health. The organic vision of agriculture was one founded on meticulous management of the soil as the basis for ensuring healthy crops, healthy livestock and, thus, healthy people. This was a world away from government’s and agricultural science’s preoccupation with maximizing food production through increased mechanisation and chemical-based solutions.

In its early days, the Soil Association showed every sign of wanting to influence agricultural practice and policy. Viewed in retrospect, the Soil Association's messages were clearly out of tune with the direction in which British farming was heading, but this was not so obvious at the time.
 Looking back, the early Soil Association gives the impression of being an ambitious, reasonably professional body with a coherent and consistent set of messages and a commitment to presenting these to the farming community and the wider public. From the late 1940s through the mid-1960s, the Soil Association mounted exhibition stands at all the major agricultural and gardening shows. [SLIDE] It published a quarterly journal, its leaders participated in BBC radio broadcasts and its members wrote articles for regional newspapers and national magazines. The Soil Association’s leading light, Lady Eve Balfour, made annual tours of the UK as well as tours of the United States, Australia, New Zealand and parts of Europe. 

Despite its ambition and professionalism, it is abundantly clear that the Soil Association failed, until the late 1980s, to have any significant impact on either British farming policy or practice. Its biggest achievement during its ‘wilderness years’ of the 1950s-70s was simply that it survived until a group of young organic producers with links to the environmental movement took over.

Reasons for the failure of the early Soil Association are many. Virginia Payne emphasizes the negative impact of recurrent financial crises, while Tracy Clunies-Ross focuses on the perceived success, and resulting dominance of, industrial agriculture during and the way this ‘closed the door’ to the arguments of the organic food and farming movement.
 My research confirms both views, particularly Clunies-Ross’ contention that the rise of industrial agriculture marginalised the organic movement. Despite my agreement with the view that the dominance of industrial agriculture made it difficult, if not impossible, for the organic movement to make headway in the postwar period, it is important to examine how the early Soil Association may have contributed to its own failures.

Time and again, the early Soil Association exhibited what today might be termed a ‘big picture’ approach to agriculture. For organic supporters, farming was not simply the commercial endeavour of growing crops or raising animals, it was a vocation that demanded the right moral, even spiritual, outlook and an overtly ecological perspective. Although the Soil Association was eager to disseminate information about the finer points of composting and other ‘natural’ techniques, it showed little interest in examining the economic realities of conventional farming in order to identify opportunities for organic methods to be introduced. Writing in the summer 1948 edition of the Soil Association’s journal Mother Earth, editor Jorian Jenks expressed a typically expansive ‘organic’ view: “… wiser men of all ages have never … lost sight… that … satisfaction, happiness, well-being … is a condition resulting from right relationships with fellow-creatures”.
 A year later he wrote:  “In all this drive to speed up quantitative output, any suggestion that the farm is not a factory but a society of living creatures is brushed aside as ‘romanticism’”.

Such an idealistic and moralistic view of agriculture appears to have been coupled with a neglect of, possibly even a disdain for, strategic planning and political campaigning. In her history of the Soil Association, written in 1971, Virginia Payne complains of a diversity of opinion and a lack of clarity about goals, arguing that “the wide variety of interests and opinions within the Association” has made it difficult for her to assess “what the Soil Association stands for and is trying to do”. 
 

Yet all indications suggest that those who founded the Soil Association genuinely wanted to influence agricultural policy and practice. However, a clear idea of how to do so was ever developed. The Soil Association put a great deal of effort into educating the public, not least with its range of regularly updated pamphlets, but this was not matched by sustained lobbying of either the Ministry of Agriculture or the major agricultural institutions, such as the National Farmers’ Union. Efforts were made initially to secure the support of leading agricultural scientists,
 but in some respects this serves to underline the early Soil Association’s political naivety; its leaders seem to have believed that agricultural science had the power on its own to secure the success of organic food and farming. Oddly, they do not appear to have felt similarly about political and agricultural leaders.

This neglect of or disdain for politicking has been alluded to, but not explored, by both Tracey Clunies-Ross, who concludes that the early Soil Association failed to engaged in organised campaigning,
 and by Mary Langman. Langman was a founding member of the Soil Association and her unpublished writings about its history refer to the way in which the organisation, particularly its leader Eve Balfour, had only vague ideas about how the changes organic supporters wished to see might come about. Langman writes that Eve Balfour’s “understanding of exactly how to influence policymakers…[was] perhaps a little old-fashioned”. Elsewhere, she suggests that Eve Balfour “hoped for change to come about in a biological way, from the roots up”.

The idealistic nature of the early Soil Association was also a significant factor, I argue, in the organisation’s reluctance to understand and address British farmers’ desire to be part of a new, modern society, one based on industrial techniques that promised higher yields and reduced physical effort. A glance at war-time and post-war advertisements in Farmers’ Weekly and Farmer and Stock-breeder clearly demonstrate that producers of inorganic fertilisers and pesticide spraying equipment presented their products as the tools of choice for modern, progressive farmers and that any farmer who resisted them was either over the hill, literally, or out of tune with the times. In response, the Soil Association argued passionately that its vision for agriculture was not anti-science or anti-modern and that its techniques were both progressive and ecologically sound, the latter something the purveyors of chemical-based approaches could not claim.

The silent voice in this debate is that of the ‘typical’ British farmer. We know what such farmers did during this period, they embraced industrial agriculture and for several decades reaped financial rewards for doing so. But they did so largely without articulating why. References in early issues of the Soil Association’s journal Mother Earth offer some clues. In the harvest 1947 issue, farmers are described as agreeing with organic arguments “in principle”, but “they tend to boggle at the economic problem involved in a change-over to fully organic methods. In particular, they feel that… compost-making… is too expensive for a land in which wages are high and still rising”.
 In the following issue, arguments against organic agriculture are discussed again:

“… as the food situation becomes more acute, demands will go forth, not for the development of agriculture on natural lines … but for maximum quantitative output in the shortest possible time and at lowest possible cost. We shall almost certainly hear that organic methods are too slow and laborious… and that every kind of artificial device must be used to ‘assist nature’”.

Given the sustained support for industrial agriculture shown by the combined forces of the state, agricultural science and farming leaders, it can be argued that there were few avenues open to the Soil Association to attract farmers to its cause beyond those it pursued, such as exhibiting at major agricultural shows. Perhaps all it could do was lament the unwillingness of farmers to resist the temptations of industrial agriculture. “There is… a strong tendency to rely for the bigger ‘output’ which is now required on an increasing degree on ‘technical efficiency’,” sighed the editor of the Soil Association’s journal in 1948, adding that modern techniques represented “an attempt to by-pass the need for the application of personal, cultural skills. When a farmer grows a crop with the aid of a ‘complete fertilizer’ (actually a mixture of a few chemical compounds) he is in effect paying the chemist and manufacturer to do his thinking and fertility-culture … for him.”

The Soil Association denied that its vision of farmers working with nature constituted the pursuit of agricultural perfectionism. Nevertheless, the organisation’s unwillingness to engage with the state of mind and economic aspirations of postwar farmers must be acknowledged. Much of the eulogising about the war-time experience of British farmers is interpreted today as sentimental and, possibly, exaggerated, especially given farmers’ fast-rising incomes during the war.
 Yet there remains some truth to the image of British farmers emerging at the end of the Second World War exhausted and eager to adapt their practices if that meant reduced physical effort and a greater role in a modern, science-driven society. Farmers were tired of working longer and harder for less profit than those employed in factories and offices. They wanted to be part of the Britain that took annual summer holidays and bought shiny consumer goods. 

The Soil Association’s commitment to careful soil management, good husbandry and sympathetic adaptation of traditional techniques to modern needs was unpalatable to the vast majority of British farmers. They may have listened to the Soil Association's leader Eve Balfour in a 1952 BBC radio debate, arguing: “If it should be found that our present [farming] methods necessitated by economics are in fact bad for health, then surely the human race as a whole is faced with the necessity to alter its economic structure rather than to destroy its health”
 - farmers may have listened, some may have agreed with her, but almost none altered the way they farmed.

The economic and social aspirations of British farmers after the Second World War is, I argue, a factor that existing accounts of the post-war organic movement fail to acknowledge sufficiently. Lack of progress by the early Soil Association was not simply the result of rejection of its arguments by leaders within the political class and agricultural science community. Farmers across Britain rejected organic agriculture, too. 
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