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‘Humphrys’s level-headedness makes the arguments all the more powerful’
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PREFACE


I started thinking about this book in the early nineties when the full horror of BSE was becoming apparent. Many people were beginning to ask serious questions about the food on our tables and to worry about food in a way we had not done for generations. I thought then that we needed a proper national debate that would address the most fundamental questions: the sustainability of our farming system, its effects on the environment and, most of all, the safety of our food. Sadly, it took another great farming crisis to bring about the debate and this book was first published when that crisis was at its peak.


It was, of course, the foot-and-mouth epidemic. The question on which it has focused attention – and one that should have been addressed many years ago – goes to the heart of Britain’s food policy since the Second World War. Has the relentless drive for more and more cheap food proved a mistake?


The most powerful voices in the food industry have always scoffed at even a hint of doubt. They have told us it is naïve even to raise the question. They remind us that choice is more varied and shopping for food has never been more convenient. Above all, they say, food is cheaper than it has ever been. The only alternative to the way we have been farming, producing and distributing our food for half a century is to return to some primitive form of agriculture and food production that would lead to desperate shortages, sky-high prices and disease-ridden animals. We would be back in the Middle Ages. Some talk darkly of malnourished children, even the return of diseases such as rickets.


Most of that is hysterical, self-serving nonsense and it is increasingly being seen as such. Malnutrition is a function of poverty or ignorance or both, not of the availability of food. I have spoken to doctors who worry about some of their young patients because they are fed a diet of junk food. Their parents have never cooked them a meal of fresh meat and vegetables in their short lives. And the reasons for this are nothing to do with the price of food. On the contrary, processed food is invariably more expensive than fresh vegetables. It is, to use the jargon of the day, a ‘lifestyle’ choice and one that is encouraged by the industry. Quite simply, there is more profit in a bag of crisps than in a pound of potatoes.


Nor is a return to ‘primitive’ farming practices the only alternative to factory farming and highly intensive agriculture. To say so is a gross insult to all those farmers who care deeply for the welfare of their animals and do not regard them as mere units of production. It also ignores the advances made in less intensive farming technologies. A growing number of farmers are finding ways of achieving good yields without tearing open yet another drum of chemicals or bag of synthetic fertiliser.


The big question the industry and most politicians have been so reluctant to address is whether ‘cheap’ food is really cheap. To do so is to raise doubts about their judgement or even their motives. What price, for instance, should society put on the destruction of so much of our rural heritage, the loss of our water meadows, ancient hedges and wild flowers, the disappearance of so many songbirds?


It may be impossible to calculate that sort of thing in hard cash, but much else can be quantified. There are the taxes we pay to finance farming subsidies, many of which go to some of the wealthiest farmers in the land to grow food we do not need – or even to pay them not to grow it. There is the cost of cleaning chemical pollution from our drinking water. There are the consequences for the National Health Service of factory farmers abusing antibiotics. There is the possible impact on our health of chemical residues in our food. There are the long-term effects of soil erosion and declining soil fertility. There is the terrible impact and vast cost of a tragedy such as BSE. And, most recently, there has been the disaster of foot-and-mouth disease. It may not have been the direct result of intensive agriculture, but good husbandry is the first thing to suffer when farmers feel compelled to stock many more animals then they can properly manage, and modern practices in food production and supply have enabled it to spread at a terrifying speed across the entire country.


Is it naïve to raise questions about a food policy that has created such a legacy? I think not. That is the reason I have written this book. Some of the things I have learned while researching it have worried me a great deal. But this is not a counsel of despair. A growing number of farmers and food producers accept that mistakes have been made and are searching for better ways of doing things.


As for the politicians, it seems they may finally have got the message. All parties now claim to see the error of past policies. Tony Blair himself has said he shares many of the concerns expressed in this book. But whether the politicians’ actions will fit their words remains to be seen. The old Ministry of Agriculture (MAFF) was formally killed off soon after this book was first published – at least in name. We have yet to see if its successor will put right so many of the things MAFF got wrong.


What is clear is that we, the consumers, are no longer prepared to take our food for granted. We recognise the difference between good, affordable food and ‘cheap’ food produced with little or no regard to quality and sometimes scant regard to safety. We know there is a better way of doing it.


John Humphrys


August 2001




DRIVEN BY NEED


Tom Connelly was a relieved man. He had managed to book a passage home from Liverpool to Montreal on the passenger liner Athenia for himself, his wife and their three sons. The Athenia was not the most luxurious liner afloat. She was sixteen years old and showing her age a little. Yet every berth in every cabin was booked and there were so many people wanting to make the voyage to Canada that they could all have been sold several times over. Like Connelly, they were fleeing from a country about to go to war with Germany. The date was Saturday 2 September 1939.


Neither the Connelly family nor any of the other 1,418 passengers and crew had any reason to worry as the Athenia slipped anchor in the late afternoon sunshine. Even if the announcement of war were to be made while they were at sea they had the reassurance of knowing that their ship was protected by international law from attack by enemy submarines. Under pressure from Great Britain, Germany had signed the 1936 Submarine Protocol restricting its commanders to operating against merchant shipping under the Hague Convention Prize Laws. Those laws made it illegal to sink a ship without having first placed passengers and crew in a place of safety. So they might have lost their possessions, but not their lives. And anyway their captain, James Cook, had told them that he was taking no chances. He was increasing speed and sailing a different route, pursuing a zigzag course.


The following morning, as the Connelly family was finishing its first breakfast on the Athenia, the British ambassador in Berlin was on his way to the Chancellery building with a telegram for Adolf Hitler. It contained an ultimatum. If the German invasion of Poland, which had begun on 1 September, was not halted immediately and an assurance given that the German troops would be withdrawn, then Britain would declare war on Germany. Two hours later the emotionless voice of the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, was broadcast across the airwaves of the BBC.


‘I have to tell you,’ he announced, ‘that no such assurance has been received and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.’


Even as Chamberlain spoke, more than a third of Germany’s small fleet of U-boats was on patrol in the waters of the North Atlantic. Their commanders could have been in no doubt about their orders. At two o’clock on that Sunday afternoon they had received a signal from U-boat Command reiterating what they already knew: ‘All passenger liners carrying passengers are allowed to proceed in safety. These vessels are immune from attack even in convoy.’ But the clearest rules have no force for those who choose not to obey.


U30 was under the command of an ambitious twenty-six-year-old, Lieutenant Fritz-Julius Lemp, and it was the tragedy of the Athenia that he should have been closest to her course. In the early evening of 3 September the ship was heading into the Atlantic swell off the northernmost tip of Ireland when her single funnel and black-painted hull was spotted from the conning tower of U30. Later Lemp was to claim that he had identified her as an armed merchant cruiser. She would indeed have been a legitimate target if there had been the smallest sign of any weapons on her decks. There was none. The other explanation was that Lemp wanted to make history by bagging the first target of the war. In that, he succeeded. Tom Connelly was back in his state room when the first torpedo struck. His youngest child was in bed.


‘Without being told we realised what had happened,’ he told reporters later. ‘We only waited to throw some clothes on the child and then made a dash for the lifeboats. One of the hatches had been blown right up through the deck and many passengers were badly injured by flying splinters. My wife had a deep gash in her forehead which bled profusely but we had no time in the rush of the moment to attend to her injury … We were fortunate in keeping our family group together and getting into the same lifeboat, which seemed to be crowded to an alarming extent. There were only seven men in the boat and we had to man the oars. We realised it was essential to keep moving.’


They spent ten hours in the small boat and were dropping with exhaustion when the rescue ships, alerted by the signal for U-boat attack – ‘SSS … SSS … SSS’ – began arriving. Twenty-four hours later the Connelly family was back in Britain, the Athenia lay at the bottom of the sea and 118 men, women and children were dead.


The sinking of the Athenia sent a powerful signal to the people of Britain. Whatever the conventions of war may have said, no ship was safe from the guns and torpedoes of German warships. If they could sink a passenger liner they could and would do the same to any cargo ship that came into range. In that first week of the war the U-boat fleet consisted of only fifty-seven vessels, but the shipyards of Germany were about to start building more. Many more. For an island nation facing a battle for its very survival it was a threat that could not be ignored. Britain was heavily dependent on food bought from abroad. Shipping was its lifeline. If the U-boats could not be stopped, then the nation’s dependence on imported food had to be lessened.


In the days and months that followed the loss of the Athenia that lesson was rammed home with every German torpedo that found its target. Not all U-boat commanders showed the same callous disregard for innocent life displayed by Lieutenant Lemp. When the British freighter Olivegrove spotted a stalking submarine her skipper, Captain Barnetson, tried to escape. But his old tub was no match for the sleek submarine and a warning shot was fired. He surrendered to the U-boat commander, expecting to be taken prisoner at best. Instead he and his crew were put on board their lifeboats. The German officer made sure their navigational equipment was working properly and then told them he would put them on a straight line for the Irish coast.


‘We followed him for some hours until he sent up two red rockets and told us there was a steamer ahead and it would rescue us,’ said Captain Barnetson. One member of the crew even managed to take his pet canary with him.


But – honourable though he may have been – the German officer still sent the Olivegrove to the bottom of the Atlantic and, with her, thousands of tons of desperately needed food. When war was declared Britain had scandalously little food stocks stored away: only three weeks’ supply of wheat and one month’s of sugar. The prospect of a nation of tea-drinkers being deprived of its sugar sent shivers down the spines of every civil servant in Whitehall and every politician across the square in Westminster. German bombers were one thing; going without a cuppa was quite another. The Ministry of Food accepted that ‘we have reached conditions of dangerous scarcity’.


Goebbels, the German propaganda minister, recognised an opportunity when he saw it and had Rudyard Kipling’s poem, ‘Big Steamer’, revised so that it read:


For the bread that you eat and the biscuits you nibble,


The sweets that you suck and the joints that you carve.


They are brought to you daily by all us big steamers,


And if anyone hinders our way then you’ll starve.


The country could no longer rely on imports. Where the Athenia and the Olivegrove had led, countless more ships – big and small – were to follow. At the start of the war Britain had been importing more than 22 million tons of food and animal feed, much of it carried by a fleet of 3,000 merchant ships across the North Atlantic. Within less than three years that had fallen by more than half. Something had to replace it – and the nation had to change its eating habits. Before very long every home in Britain had its own little buff book. Rationing had arrived.


The Ministry of Food devised an emergency basic diet: 12 ounces of bread, 2 ounces of oatmeal, 1 pound of potatoes, 1 ounce of fats, 6 ounces of vegetables and six-tenths of a pint of milk. Not bad for a supermodel wanting to keep her figure trim and a damn sight healthier than most modern diets; you certainly wouldn’t starve on it. But there had to be more to life than bread and oatmeal and whereas the nation had been happy to tighten its belt in wartime we expected more on our plates in peace. We also wanted to be reassured that we would be less vulnerable if we were ever again threatened in the same way. So when the government produced a new food policy based on maximum production, postwar Britain applauded. The more grain we could grow, the more pigs we could fatten, the more milk we could produce, the better for all of us. If it meant changing farming practices and also changing the face of the British countryside, then so be it. And it worked. From the 1950s production rose as never before and the price of food began to fall.


But then other factors began to come into play. Over the decades the memories of the war began to recede. We realised that if, God forbid, there were to be another one it would be a very different kind of war. The threat would come from unseen missiles bearing nuclear warheads rather than unseen submarines with their relatively puny torpedoes. It would all be over in a series of terrible flashes before we’d had time to think about stocks of grain running out.


We were also beginning to realise something else. It was undeniably true that we were paying less for our food at the tills and the supermarket checkouts, but slowly it dawned on some that there were other prices to be paid for intensive agriculture. The farmers were being bribed to produce ever more food through an elaborate system of subsidies. Every taxpayer in the land bore the cost of those subsidies. Viewed from that perspective the cheap bread and milk seemed rather more expensive.


There were other costs, too. As the farmers were being bribed, so the land was being forced. Even the richest soil cannot go on and on producing bumper harvests of grain, year in and year out, without being allowed to recover its fertility. The old way had been to allow fields to lie fallow or to rotate the crops with something like clover so that the soil had a chance to regain its fertility. The new way was to open a sack of chemical fertiliser and spread it on the land. Then to open a drum of herbicides to kill the weeds. Then to open yet another drum of pesticides to kill the insects. However hungry the crops and however careful the sprayers some of the chemicals inevitably found their way into the water courses, sometimes a great deal. They poisoned the ditches that fed the streams and the rivers and seeped into the water table that fed our homes. The poisons had to be cleaned out of the water and the cost of the clean-up was great.


There was yet another cost – one that could not be calculated in pounds and pence – because some of the chemicals did their work only too well. So well that even the least productive land could be coaxed into delivering its bounty of wheat or barley or lamb. Millions of acres of downland and moorland that had been gently grazed for centuries now went under the plough. Water meadows and wetlands were drained. Ancient hedges and copses were ripped out. In England alone hedgerows disappeared at the rate of more than 10,000 miles a year – far more at the height of the ‘boom’. The environment paid a fearful price for those overflowing silos and even, at the height of the madness, disused aircraft hangers crammed with unwanted grain.


And then there was the final cost: the threat to the quality and even the safety of the food itself. As one scare followed another we grew increasingly uneasy about the food on our plates. When mad cow disease struck it was the final straw. It destroyed whatever vestige of confidence remained. The financial cost was staggering – approaching five billion pounds. The cost in human suffering was incalculable: young lives lost to the human version of the disease, variant CJD and the real possibility of many more to come.


Over those years of ever growing harvests few people bothered to express any doubts they may have had about the underlying agricultural policy. The only god to be worshipped was the god of maximum production and non-believers brave enough to question it were met with ridicule and derision. The vested interests that lay behind intensive agriculture were all-powerful: the mighty agro-industrial companies, the National Farmers’ Union, the so-called barley barons, governments packed with landowners whose bank accounts grew fatter as their grain silos bulged with grotesquely subsidised corn. Their arguments in defence of the policy that had suited them so well for so long never varied. They went something like this.


No matter that public confidence was being rocked by one food scare after another or that Britain’s glorious rural heritage was being destroyed before our eyes, it was obvious to the meanest intelligence that there could be no alternative. Did these naïve dreamers not realise that if we went back to the mythical ‘good old days’ before efficiency ruled the land we would all starve by nightfall? And just take a look around. Only a fool could fail to see how our children have grown big and strong and healthy, how our life expectancy has increased so much that our biggest worry is paying the pensions of an ageing population. Those poor idiots with their beards and sandals, their belief in muck and magic, were harmless enough as entertaining diversions but God help us if we were ever to take them seriously.


It proved a powerful defence – until the closing years of the twentieth century. By then the beard and sandal brigade had shaved off their beards and cast off their sandals. Their muck and magic had been replaced by solid research and trial and error. Their harvests may not have matched those of the barley barons, but they delivered some impressive results in the toughest laboratory of them all – the field and the marketplace. Yet there was still that other argument to deal with: the health of the nation.


True, we live longer and no one can quarrel with that. But might not better medicine and effective vaccines have had something to do with that? Diseases such as diphtheria and TB, whooping cough and polio, which once filled the surgeries and the graveyards, have been defeated. Yes, our children grow ever bigger and ever stronger and mature ever earlier. But do we really want little girls menstruating at the age of ten?


So today, more than half a century on, the certainties of those postwar years and the food policies that followed seem less certain. Yet still the powerful vested interests and – with one or two exceptions – our political masters refuse to accept that we may have got it wrong. Not for the first time in a democracy’s history, it is ordinary people who are making the running: telling the politicians that they’ve had enough of food scares and environmental disasters; telling the supermarkets that if they want genetically modified food they will make the decision for themselves.


A growing number of people believe that the time has come to pause, to look at other ways of producing the food that we need. To listen to other voices than those of the agrochemical industry and the big landowners. To acknowledge that there are serious questions as to whether the system that was born out of the best possible motives is sustainable for very much longer, not only in terms of the environment but in terms of what it may be doing to our health. All life is about taking risks, of accepting gambles of one kind and another. But this is the biggest gamble of them all. We should weigh the odds very, very carefully.




YESTERDAY, TODAY … AND TOMORROW?


March 1950


A mixed farm on the outskirts of a market town somewhere in England


The eight-acre field looks as though it has been given a haircut by a barber after a very long liquid lunch. The intention was clearly to create a fifties crew-cut but it hasn’t quite worked out. Parts of it are entirely bare and the brown earth shines through where the clippers slid too close. At irregular intervals longish tufts stick out – missed entirely by the drunken barber. Most of the field is stubble, which is what it is meant to be: the remnants of a crop of barley that stood tall and golden six months ago, before the combine harvester clattered across its lumpy surface. To the casual human observer the field may seem dead, the stubble rotting away and the soil as lifeless as the lightning-scorched oak tree that stands bare-limbed and blackened in one corner. But to the small mammals, birds, insects, bacteria, and the billions of micro-organisms that call it home, this is Benidorm in August, Trafalgar Square on New Year’s Eve. From the perspective of a micro-organism this is where it all happens.


It has been happening for a long time. Long before the first human discovered he could walk upright, long before the first dinosaur cracked its wobbly way out of the first egg, these tiny beasts have been beavering away. Some of them arrived on dry land and began to establish their complex ecosystems four hundred million years ago. They’ve had a great deal to put up with since then. They not only managed to cope with the ice age; they also survived the first great global cataclysm that wiped out ninety per cent of everything on earth and then the second one, sixty-five millions years ago, that saw off the dinosaurs. We should be grateful for that. If they had not survived, we would never have existed.


Their job is to recycle nutrients. The equation is a simple one: no recycling equals no life. Every living thing in this eight-acre field is, ultimately, recycled. From the stubble of the barley crop harvested last autumn to the first leaves on the tiny oak sapling when it first struggled for life in the corner of the field two centuries ago to the great leathery hides and massive bones of the mastodons who once thundered across these plains … it is all broken down into minute particles, its energy and its nutrients released so that something else can grow in its turn.


If that cycle ever stops there will be no more sun-filled romps for us in Benidorm, no more rowdy drunks counting down to a happy new year in Trafalgar Square. In fact, there will be no more new years full stop – happy or otherwise.


If all this activity beneath the surface of the earth is ever seriously threatened then we all pay a price. Ultimately life on earth depends on vegetable productivity. Without it life will become impossible. And it sometimes seems that we’re doing our damnedest to stop it. If we compressed our time on earth into one twenty-four-hour period the past fifty years would register as a micro-second. We have done more to disrupt the cycle in that micro-second, that blink of an eye, than in our entire history.


But this spring day in 1950 in this particular field in England is a good time and a good place to be a micro-organism. The two small boys who climb the gate into the eight-acre field neither know nor care about the activity beneath their wellington boots, but they know the field well. It is a short walk from their cottage in the nearby market town and a favourite haunt. One of the branches of the old oak supports a car tyre hanging from a rope, a riskier but far more interesting swing than the ones on offer in the local park. When the barley grass is young they wedge it between thumb and index finger and make hideous noises with their lips. When the barley is ripening they steal the corn to chew it. There is almost always something to pick from the hedges. In the early spring their mother sends them to nip the fiddle-shaped tops from the young fern plants, which she fries in butter for tea. Or to pick the wood sorrel leaves to mix with the salad. Or fresh young stinging nettles to be made into soup. Their favourite food is in the autumn: blackberries. If they manage to get any from hedge to home they will end up in pies with some windfall apples; usually they end up in their stomachs long before they reach the pot. Now, they are looking for eggs to add to their collections.


In the bigger, rougher hedges are the nests of bullfinches, white throats and even barn owls. Linnets and corn buntings are everywhere, feasting off the seed scattered on the ground after the inefficient harvester has done its work. So are hedge sparrows, song thrushes, blackbirds and yellowhammers, with the extraordinary song that they mimic: ‘a little bit of bread and no cheese’. There are lapwings, too, in the wetter parts of the field. They have yet to be protected by the Wild Bird Protection Act of 1953, which will finally put a stop to people tucking into them with their Sunday lunch.


When the boys are a little older they will find part-time work on the farm, helping to pile up the bales of hay and straw, weeding the few rows of vegetables and picking apples from the small orchard. Their father works here full time. It was he who harvested the oats last autumn. Once it has been dried it will be stored until it is needed and crushed, to be fed to the cows when they come in for milking. Nothing is wasted here. The straw left behind in the field will dry in the sun and then it will be baled, useful for bedding in the cow sheds in winter and palatable enough for the cows to eat. It’s good for them too: it helps make the milk they produce a little creamier. In winter their main diet is hay, cut when the grass has grown long and begun flowering. If the weather is kind and the sun shines for days on the mown grass the hay will smell sweet and the cows and sheep will love it. But haymaking is a risky business. Too often the rain falls just as the hay is almost ready to be baled, and then the drying has to start all over again. The farmer dreads those terrible years when the hay never dries. It’s too risky to bale it when it is damp. He recalls with a shudder what happened to one of his neighbours a few years ago.


It had been a miserable, wet summer. The grass had grown well enough and there was plenty of it when the mower sliced through it on a promisingly sunny day in late June. But the promise faded as the clouds gathered. It rained that night and most of the next day. Then the sun tried again and, with it, a strong, drying breeze rippled through the limp grass. Twice the farmer climbed on his tractor and rode up and down his fields, turning the grass to let the sun and breeze do its work more effectively. The next morning he started preparing the baler to parcel the hay, optimistic that at last he would be able to bring in a decent harvest to feed the cows through the long winter. And then the heavens opened again.


It rained just long enough to soak the grass through before the sun made a watery return. Two days later the farmer, knowing the hay was not as dry as it should be, decided to make the best of a bad job and baled it up. It was a fatal mistake that would cost him dear.


From the moment the hay was packed tight into his barns it began to heat. The farmer, busy with a hundred other tasks and thankful at least to have the hay harvest in, knew nothing about it. He was sound asleep weeks later when the dogs woke him with their panicked barking. He smelled the smoke before he saw the flames. The main barn was ablaze. The damp hay had built up a fearsome heat, ignited spontaneously and was now burning down the barn. By the time the firemen arrived it had taken the other two barns with it and every last bale of hay. He was not insured and, since he already owed the bank more money than he could really manage, it was enough to finish him off.


In the very worst years the hay never dries enough even to think of harvesting it. Instead the rain reduces it to a slowly blackening mess, good for nothing except to be ploughed into the ground for the subterranean army of insects and micro-organisms to turn it back into soil. So the owner of the eight-acre field is thinking of trying something new that he has heard works well. He plans to build a silage clamp. Then the grass will be mown when it is still young and packed with green juices. Instead of being left for days to dry in the field it will be chopped into small pieces, allowed to wilt in the field for a day, then dumped in the concrete clamp, rolled over and over again to squeeze out the air and covered with black plastic sheeting. Then it will be left to ferment and when winter comes and the cows are brought in from the fields … delicious. Or so the cows seem to think. It’s not foolproof – even with silage the weather plays a big part – but it’s much less risky than haymaking and if the silage is good it is even more nutritious than the hay.


What matters to this farmer in the spring of 1950, and to thousands more like him throughout the country, is that he should be able to grow almost everything he needs and make use of everything. The pigs get the apples that fall from the trees and the chickens get the scraps from the table and the sweepings from the grain sheds. The land gets the dung from the cows and pigs and sheep. Even the air itself is used: the clover planted with the grass seed takes nitrogen from the atmosphere and passes it through its roots into the soil, leaving it richer than it found it. This is what good farming and good husbandry has been about for more than ten thousand years, ever since we stopped relying on wild animals and berries.


It is about maintaining the land in the best possible condition, rotating the fields so that a crop that needs plenty of nitrogen is planted in a field where clover grew the year before. It is about selecting varieties of barley or wheat that grow so tall they deny light to the weeds and kill them off. It is about maintaining hedges for the birds and small mammals to live in, knowing that they will pay their rent by feeding off the insects which would otherwise feed off the crops. It is about treating the animals with consideration, not trying to force too much milk from the cows or make the beef grow too fat too quickly.


When the farmer ploughs his fields in the spring after the winter frost has done its work the rich soil falls from the plough share easily and the birds follow the plough. There are many meals to be made from the worms but there will still be plenty left when they and their chicks have had their share.


The farm will never make its owner rich but it will provide a decent living for him, his family and several men in the nearby village, including the father of the boys playing in the eight-acre field. There’s an old saying in farming that the difference between success and failure is two weeks. Every farmer knows what that means. Do the planting and the harvesting at the right time, judge the weather and the soil conditions reasonably accurately, and you will reap the benefits. Get it wrong and it will be a lean year. Most years the farmer gets it more or less right, but because it is a mixed farm and does not rely on one crop it is not a disaster if something lets him down.


The wheat that he grows on his richest, free-draining land usually makes a decent profit, but not always. That, too, depends on the weather. If the price of milk from his dairy herd falls, as it has done from time to time over the years, then he may make a better profit from selling his pigs for bacon. If pork is unprofitable one year, the lambs from his small flock of sheep may sell for a better price in the local market. And then there are the male calves born to his dairy cows. The females will grow to take their place in the herd in three years’ time but the bull calves will be fattened up on grass and a little barley and end up as the Sunday roast. The old cows that can no longer produce enough milk to justify their keep will end up on the dining table, too: not at smart dinner parties as prime cuts of fillet steak, but as stewing meat for school dinners. The apples are a useful little earner and so are the chickens that scratch around the farmyard. They produce only a very modest income but, more importantly, keep his growing family in fresh eggs.


The owner is farming much as his father did a generation ago and his grandfather before him. The old shire horses that once pulled the plough and the mower have been retired long since and the tractor has taken their place. When the corn is harvested another machine will be called into service. Otherwise, the farming practices are virtually unchanged. A medieval farmer transplanted to this time would be puzzled by the machinery, but by little else. The farmer is relying on mostly natural forces to produce and protect his crops. Apart from diesel oil and machine parts, he buys in virtually nothing. He is farming in harmony with nature. He believes that so long as his soil is in good heart and the weather is not too unkind he can produce the food that is needed. That is how it has always been and he can see no reason why it should change. One day he expects the farm to pass to his eldest son and then to his grandchildren. He views the future with equanimity.


There are many farms like this in Britain in this spring of 1950, some bigger but most smaller. More than a million families earn their living from 450,000 mixed farms. The market town in which the two small boys live serves the farms in the same way that the farms serve the town. At the weekly cattle market sharp-eyed men make silent bids for curious young calves and nervous heifers with nods that are seen and understood only by the auctioneer. A stranger who looks for some satisfaction or disappointment in the face of the farmer selling or the dealer buying will not find it. There is no place for emotion in the auction ring. The stall holders in the food markets make up for their silent colleagues, loudly praising the freshness of their vegetables, the quality of their cheeses.


The mother of the two boys comes here every week. Because she has no fridge, she shops almost every day. Her milk is delivered to the doorstep, creamy and unpasteurised, and at weekends she separates the cream for Sunday tea. For a few glorious weeks in summer there are fresh strawberries to pour it over but at this time of year the choice of fruit is limited and what there is can be too expensive for her budget. But the root vegetables and green vegetables are usually good and relatively cheap and in a few weeks the spring lamb will be in the butcher’s. By the autumn she will be able to pick and choose between a dozen varieties of apples and pears, plums and berries. Some will be preserved for the winter months when the only alternative is tinned fruit. If she thought about it she would love to have a choice of cheap, fresh fruit throughout the year but she does not.


The truth is that although so much of her time is spent buying and preparing food she gives little thought to any of it. She scrubs the earth from the carrots and potatoes, cuts the wormholes from the apples and pulls the yellowing leaves from the cabbages and her family eats a reasonable diet. As with the farmer, so it is with her: this is how it has always been. Her only concern is that there should be enough food to keep them all fit and full. The idea that there might be anything wrong with any of it simply does not occur to her. She trusts it because there has never been any reason not to. In years to come she will realise what she has lost.


March 1985


The same farm


The eight-acre field has disappeared. It is now part of a fifty-acre field. The old oak with its car tyre swing has gone and so have the hedges that once marked the boundaries of the field, ripped out by powerful machines with great steel grabs. You can tell the age of a hedge by taking thirty paces, counting the number of different species in that section and applying a formula that seems to differ depending on which expert you speak to. But by any formula this is an old hedge. Some of the trees that formed it were being planted by peasants when Good Queen Bess was despatching Drake to see off the Spanish Armada. Hawthorn and spiky blackthorn, beech and hazel, joined over the centuries by dozens of other invaders, seeded by resting birds or blown in the breeze. Every year the hedges were trimmed and, from time to time, re-laid by men using skills passed from one generation to the next. These hedges did more than mark boundaries and fence in wandering animals; they were part of a vital ecosystem, providing shelter and homes to countless small mammals and birds and insects. Now they are gone, ripped out to the roar of a massive diesel engine and dumped on blazing bonfires. Many of the insects and small animals fled to find a new home. Some perished in the flames. It took two men a few days and it was all over.


An observant visitor might spot the old boundaries because the corn does not flourish along the lines where the hedges once grew. It is as though they had cast their own dying spell on the land where they had stood for so long. The real explanation is more prosaic. The soil along the hedge line is rockier and thinner than the rest of the field. This is where generations of farm labourers dumped stones plucked from the centre of the field. As the years wear on that last reminder will disappear.


The destruction of the hedges to create much bigger fields is only one small part of the changes that have taken place in the past forty years. This is no longer a mixed farm. The dairy herd has gone these many years past. The old milking parlour has been knocked down and most of the cows themselves have been shipped off to the slaughterhouse to end up as stewing steak. Some of the younger animals were bought by the nearest dairy farmer in the next county. The rest were either too old or they simply did not deliver enough milk to justify their existence. The few who survive are expected by their new owner to earn their keep and pour more milk than ever before into the collecting jars in their new, computerised milking parlour. There is a price to be paid for all this milk – and it is being paid by the cows themselves. Their udders are grotesquely distended. Their feet and joints cause them great pain, damaged by the massive amounts of protein they must eat to keep up production. No matter, they will be slaughtered in three years or so and new young heifers will take their place. If the strain on their bodies means they grow ill or develop mastitis more often, again no matter, antibiotics will cure them.


Under this new regime they are eating different food. The crushed, home-grown oats their grandmothers and great-grandmothers were fed would never enable them to produce all that milk. Instead they eat sweet nuts made of concentrated protein, delivered to the farm every month and blown into great hoppers above the milking parlour. Computer chips on collars around their necks tell the mechanism the precise amount of food to be released into their bins. The best milkers get the most feed. The farmer who bought the nuts has only the vaguest idea what is in them. All he knows is that the cows like the stuff and milk well on it. Indeed, he rather likes it himself; he often nibbles on one of them. It will be a few more years yet before he discovers what the millers have been mixing into the feed and the disastrous effect it is having on the animals – but by then it will be too late.


The pigs have gone from the farm too; there were simply too many years when they made no money. So have the chickens. And so has the orchard. The trees were as productive and the apples as tasty as ever, but the market for them had disappeared. They could not compete in price or quantity with foreign apples. At first the farmer had found that hard to believe. How could it possibly make sense for apples to be grown thousands of miles away, shipped at great cost to this country and still be cheaper? But the local shops that had once bought his fruit had closed down, driven out of business by the vast supermarkets. He had tried selling to the supermarkets in his area but they had shown no interest. Indeed, he had been treated with ridicule.


Did he not understand that everything was bought centrally and delivered in bulk? Yes, it cost money to transport apples from New Zealand or South Africa, France or South America, but they could be stored for months at a time in special chambers flooded with carbon dioxide to keep them fresh. Or at least make it appear that they were fresh. No need to tell the customers they were eating old fruit. Anyway, they had said, don’t blame us. Blame the shopper. She wants what we offer. Look at the checkout queues if you don’t believe it. The farmer finally bowed to the inevitable one sad autumn when his trees produced their usual crop and he calculated that it was cheaper to leave the apples rotting on the ground where they fell than pay to have them picked and sold for a few pence a pound. Later that autumn he hired some heavy machinery and grubbed out the trees.


But it is not only the animals and apples that have gone. So have the men who worked here. The hedges have been ripped out mainly so that the biggest machinery can be used. For the price of one of these vast new combine harvesters you could have bought a small farm only a few years ago, so speed and efficiency are what count. You don’t want these behemoths confined to piddling little fields, having to twist and turn their way around and wasting valuable time. After they have done their job of cutting and threshing the corn, they leave the straw behind to be rolled into great, round bales by another machine. When the new corn is growing it will be sprayed by booms as much as twenty-four metres wide from the end of one of their skinny arms to the other. And each machine has just one operator, sitting in air-conditioned comfort high up in the cab.


For most of this country’s history the biggest employers of labour by far were the landowners, big and small. That began to change nearly two centuries ago. Towards the end of the last century the battle between man and machine was finally over. Now farms of thousands of acres could be run by no more than a couple of men. In the old days they might have employed hundreds.


When the first primitive threshing machines and winnowing machines arrived on Britain’s farms in the first half of the nineteenth century many workers rebelled. Life for most farm labourers was tough enough as it was. The myth of happy farm labourers toiling cheerfully away under a blue sky, leading simple but healthy lives with few of the cares of the modern world, could scarcely have been further from the truth. Poverty in rural England was, if anything, even worse than in the most deprived areas of the great cities. They might have breathed cleaner air, but that was about their only advantage. They lived in dark, damp hovels and most were paid only what they could earn during the spring planting and the autumn harvest. Many feared that if these machines took away that work – miserably paid though it was – they and their families would starve. All too often they were right.


Gangs of men got together to break into the farmers’ barns at night and destroy the feared machines with clubs and hammers, or they packed bales of hay beneath them and set fire to them. Some landowners bribed them to leave the machines be. Others brought in the military and the Riot Act was read to desperate men. Most gave in with no more than a curse, but some fought to protect their miserable livelihoods. Fields were stained with the blood of men armed with pitchforks and staves of wood battling against redcoats armed with muskets and bayonets. There could be only one victor. Some of the rebels were deported to Australia. Many ended up on the gallows. And the machines went into action.


By the spring of 1985 the number of men employed in agriculture across England and Wales is lower than it has ever been – scarcely a tenth of the figure forty years earlier, and still falling steadily. Running a small, mixed farm with livestock as well as crops still takes a lot of sweat and muscle but there are fewer and fewer such farms in England. A quarter of a million mixed farms have disappeared and this is only the beginning. On the farm where the two boys swung on their car tyre from the old oak in those postwar years, the change is typical of the national story.


The old man who owned it was taken ill in the late fifties and was told by his doctor that his farming days were over. He was reasonably content with his life’s work and happy that his son would be able to continue it. He knew that the farm was as sound and productive as when he had inherited it from his father at the turn of the century. It had not made him rich but he and his family had never wanted for anything. He was as proud of what he had achieved as the next man and confident that his son was inheriting not only a good business but a way of life that he valued. He was not to know that within little more than a decade of his death the farm would have changed beyond recognition. It was to become, in the language of the day, an ‘efficient’ farm.


At first the son was reasonably content to carry on much as before when his father had been in charge of things. There were some things he wanted to do differently, but nothing fundamental. Yet the world was changing around him and he found himself being swept along. He had no complaints. Apart from anything else, he and his family wanted a better standard of living than their parents. They wanted a decent car, or two, and foreign holidays and even private education for the children. He wanted to make more money to pay for it all. The way things turned out, money was to be no problem.


As he took over the running of the farm two seismic shifts were taking place: the growth of the supermarkets, which changed the face of every high street in the land and the shopping habits of every family; and the domination of the Common Agricultural Policy.


Under the CAP farmers would no longer grow only the food they knew they could sell, as they had done throughout history. From now on it would make no difference whether there was a genuine market beyond the farm gates or not; there was always somebody who would buy what they grew. The new customer was Brussels and the cheque was signed by European Commissioners. The age of subsidy had arrived. Its effect was to be devastating.


Britain’s isolation in the war years led to the development of intensive agriculture. It was an understandable response to a national crisis and the fear of what might happen if there were to be another war. The CAP, in a Europe moving to ever closer union, had no such justification. It was dreamed up by politicians anxious to pander to powerful farming lobbies and it was run by bureaucrats who could not – or would not – see the appalling damage it was doing. Instead of farming for need, it led to farming for greed. Once it was the weather and the soil conditions that determined the size of a farmer’s bank balance; now it was the political calculations of a group of European ministers and the stroke of a bureaucrat’s pen.


Almost no part of rural Britain was left untouched by the CAP. Everywhere farming practices were on the point of changing. The damage to the rural environment would be incalculable and obvious for all to see. The damage to the quality and even the safety of our food would be more difficult to measure and more insidious.


It was the CAP that had encouraged the young farmer to abandon the farming methods that had stood his father in good stead and his father before him, to concentrate on one or two crops and to rip out his hedges. That was the way to make the most money. The more acres of his land that qualified for grain subsidies, the bigger the cheque from Brussels. The more grain he could produce, the fatter the subsidy. And if the grain ended up in a vast shed somewhere, unwanted by any buyer other than Brussels, so be it; it was nothing to do with him. He just grew the stuff. And how it grew. The harvests set one record after another. His father had been ecstatic if his fields of cereals had delivered two tons for every acre he sowed. Now the son expects nearly double that and he gets it.


In part he has the plant breeders to thank for it. Modern varieties of corn grow faster than the old ones. They start to flower when the stalks are still short and the ears begin to form when the grass is only a couple of feet high. If the old farmer had planted the same seed the weeds would have had a wonderful time – growing as tall as the corn and blotting out its light. But now there are no weeds and little danger from other pests: sprayed into oblivion, the lot of them. The first dose of chemicals is sprayed onto the field in the autumn, then another early in the spring, then a selective herbicide to kill off any wild oats or cleavers. After that, a growth regulator to make sure the straw does not keel over because it grows so fast there is no strength in the cell walls.


The reason all these chemical props are needed is because so much man-made nitrogen is plastered on the field. Nitrogen increases the water content of a plant and reduces the thickness and, therefore, the strength of the plant’s cell walls. That not only makes the plant fall flat but increases the chance of fungal diseases. It also makes the most competitive weeds grow even faster and more aggressively. The sappier plant is higher in sugar and that makes it more attractive to aphids which, of course, have to be killed. So the farmer is engaged in the most extraordinary spraying spectacular: herbicides, fungicides, insecticides, growth regulators and straw stiffeners. And all because so much artificial nitrogen has been applied to the field.


These fields never get the chance to recover their natural fertility. Before the war farmers rotated the crops, seldom allowing the same crops to grow one year after another because the yields would quickly begin to fall. In 1985 there is an answer: man-made fertiliser. A lot of it. So the tractors – powerful four-wheel-drive beasts – are seldom off the field. When they are not pulling sprayers, they are pulling spinners: small pellets of nitrogen or other chemicals flung into the air in wide arcs to cover every inch of the field – four times in the year and at least a quarter of a ton for every acre of wheat. The reward for all that in a good year is three or four tons of wheat per acre. Never, in any farming system in history, has so much energy been pumped into growing food. It takes up to five tons of oil to produce one ton of fertiliser.


The two small boys who swung on the car tyre are now married and one of them has children of his own. Unlike his mother, his wife shops in the supermarkets. She can’t imagine how her mother managed to find the time to shop every day. She does hers in bulk once a week. True, it’s a round trip of nearly twenty miles and the traffic is dreadful and she hates doing it, but even if she wanted to shop locally it would not be possible. Most of the local shops have closed. She never has to cut a wormhole from the fruit, nor worry about scabby skins or earth on the carrots. Everything is clean and uniform and most of it comes wrapped in plastic bags. She supposes that she prefers it this way. Her mother complains that the apples don’t taste of anything, and why can you get only two or three varieties nowadays? But look at all the other things you can buy. Strawberries in December and mangoes all year around.


There is another big difference between her and her mother. Unlike the old lady, she spends a great deal of time worrying about the food she is feeding her children. If there isn’t one scare there’s another. And who is she meant to believe when some experts say all those chemicals are bad for you and others say there’s nothing to worry about? Although the fruit and vegetables look so clean she goes to a lot of trouble to wash everything carefully. In fact she has recently taken to peeling the apples as well … just in case. It’s not her and her husband she’s worried about so much as the children. All those chemicals. She sometimes wonders if the chemicals are affecting them in some way. They seem to be allergic to so many more things than she was as a child. Still, they’re growing big and strong – they’ll certainly be taller than either her or her husband – so she supposes she’s probably worrying unnecessarily.


Her husband sells animal feed to farmers in the county and he is beginning to worry, too. He occasionally brings home stories of dairy farmers whose cows are behaving strangely, having what seem to be fits and falling over in the farmyard. Many of them have had to be put down. No one seems to be quite sure what to make of it all.


March 2020


The same farm


The old farm has disappeared. Its owner did indeed make a great deal of money, even after the gravy train of the CAP had finally run out of steam. He decided he’d had enough of farming and sold a large part of it to housing developers. There was so much demand for new homes in that part of England and successive governments had relaxed the planning laws to such an extent in the first decade of the new century that he was able to cash in. The rest of the farm was bought by a merchant banker from the city who wanted a big house in the country. What he did not want was a farm, so he kept a few acres around the house and the remainder of the land was split up into separate lots and bought by adjoining farmers. The number of farms in Britain has fallen even more dramatically over the first twenty years of the twenty-first century than they did in the closing years of the twentieth. Many of their owners were victims of the vicious recession that had begun in the late nineties.


Apart from a few hill farms and livestock operations, very few landowners in 2020 do anything that would have been recognised as farming in the middle of the last century. Their fields are ploughed and sprayed and harvested by contractors who criss-cross the country, moving from one large farm to another, like panzer divisions crossing Europe in 1939, subjugating the land briefly and then moving on to a new conquest. The most sophisticated contractors use equipment hundreds of miles up in space: geo-stationary satellites which monitor the condition of the fields and the crops and send instructions to the computer-controlled machinery down below. They can even tell which bits of the field are likely to produce the biggest harvest and instruct the fertiliser spinners accordingly. The tractors and sprayers and combine harvesters are all fitted with sensors so no humans need be involved directly in the operation.
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