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Preface


To scatter plenty o’er a smiling land,
And read their history in a nation’s eyes.


Thomas Gray, Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard (1750)


S cattering Plenty tells the story of farming and the countryside in the twentieth century – through wartime, post-war reconstruction and four decades as part of European food and countryside policies. It tells of the birth of modern farming, the fight for nature and natural beauty, the decline of great estates and their rebirth as pleasure grounds and the gradually increasing control that state and democratic agencies have had on the land. It explains how land became used for modern purposes, how conservationists won a place at the top table with farming and asks where farming and the countryside will go in the twenty-first century.


Who were the people scattering plenty across our land? Who were the agriculturalists, scientists, farmers and politicians who rose to the challenge of feeding a nation in wartime? Who took the wartime plan and made ‘high’ profitable farming part of the modern state alongside our NHS, industry and education? Who challenged this from within the new disciplines of conservation, ecology and countryside management? Who sought revolution and to overturn the new farming establishment, and who sought compromise, winning small-scale battles that helped shift the direction of policy? Who made the modern countryside? This is the story of the nation’s twentieth-century countryside through the eyes and minds of the men and women who most influenced it. It is a personal selection of over fifty people who had an influence over the countryside, reflecting what is known in the literature as well as my own experience, particularly working with some of the dramatis personae in the century’s last two decades.


Scattering Plenty is a book about the people who fought for their vision of the countryside; the people who fed us through the deprivations of two world wars; the farming pioneers and the conservationists, planners and conservation campaigners whose lives were devoted to the land. For such influential people, it is astonishing how little we know about them and their ideas as we plan the future of the countryside for the rest of this century. The dramatis personae include the following:


Daniel Hall, a Rochdale schoolboy who learned about nature from millworkers and went on to introduce scientific plant breeding into modern-day agriculture and helped plan the war effort for farming in the First World War.


George Stapledon, Hall’s protégé, who tramped the hills of Wales and the vales of England seeking out and breeding varieties of crop grasses including the super ‘S23’ ryegrasses which led to the eventual demise of our flower-rich meadows. Stapledon was said, by Churchill, to have won the land war in the Second World War.


Gerald Strutt, an aristocratic farmer who introduced the doorstep pinta and the Friesian cow to Britain and was Chief Agricultural Adviser in the First World War.


Tom Williams, the Yorkshire miner who, in the wartime Ministry of Agriculture, befriended the Duke of Norfolk and persuaded him to champion the Dig for Victory campaign. He went on to be a star in Clement Attlee’s reforming 1945 government, introducing the most radical changes in farming policy for a century, and winning plaudits from farmers and farm workers alike.


Bobby Boutflour, a Durham master mariner’s son who revolutionised the feeding of dairy cows, introduced the country’s first course for land agents, and went on to train the field force driving the post-war modernisation of farming.


Colin Campbell, the pioneering Lincolnshire farmer who founded the National Farmers’ Union (NFU).


James Turner, a wily political figure who cemented the NFU’s influence in government.


Henry Plumb, part of the team who negotiated Britain’s entry into the European Economic Community with its infamous Common Agricultural Policy. He saw an opportunity for selling into the huge European marketplace.


Arthur Tansley, the London-born botanist who, as chair at Cambridge University, established the modern science of ecology which he applied to the principles of modern nature conservation. He founded and chaired the first government conservation service, the forerunner of today’s Natural England.


Dame Evelyn Sharp, one of the most gifted post-war administrators, who became the first woman Permanent Secretary to lead a government department. She oversaw the post-war establishment of new towns, the first national parks and the town and country planning system.


Lady Eve Balfour led the intellectual case against farm modernisation and the early growth of the organic farming sector, founding the Soil Association.


Patrick Abercrombie, an Edinburgh architect who founded the Town Planning Institute, and a founder member of the Campaign to Protect Rural England. He convinced Neville Chamberlain to bring in the first planning powers to protect the countryside.


John Dower, the architect who had worked on the iconic dome in Lutyens’ New Delhi and led the case for the first British national parks, overseeing their introduction, shortly before dying of tuberculosis.


Sicco Mansholt, a young Dutch farmer who led the local wartime resistance, specialising in supplying food to refugees hiding from occupying German forces. So successful was he that just a few weeks after the war ended, he was appointed Minister of Agriculture in the Dutch national government, where he rebuilt farming, food supply and the rural economy. Mansholt played a key role in brokering a deal between the French and German agriculture ministers and created the first common policy of the newly founded European Economic Community.
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The central idea of this book is that the lives of the people who most influenced the countryside are interesting and the telling of their formative experiences helps us understand more profoundly the contributions these people made. Necessarily, as the book travels through the most important moments of the century – from wartime to peace, from landowners to the state and from the UK to a more European policy – the narrative picks up new people. In telling their stories at a point where their contribution hooks into the narrative, the biographical parts of the story necessarily stretch back in time, sometimes well into the last century. I hope that the reader will not find this too difficult to follow and I have attempted to explain this chronological leaping around when it occurs.


The idea of Scattering Plenty came to me as I was about to leave my job leading the Peak District National Park Authority in 2014. I was always acutely aware of the history of national parks, the struggle to introduce them and the role that they played in the post-war countryside. I had previously worked in the civil service, for English Nature and the RSPB. My very first student jobs were in a country park in Surrey and in the Government Agricultural Research Station at Rothamsted. These institutions played a huge role in creating the countryside, but in the classic popular and academic histories of Britain in the twentieth century by historians such as Martin Gilbert they barely had a mention. This book is a personal attempt to fill that gap for the general reader, telling the story of agriculture, the decline of the great estates, and the rise of rural planning and conservation.


My intention when I started was to write a book that covered a wide spread of activities, with agriculture and environmental conservation at their core. It proved difficult within the scope of the book to cover all the diverse ways in which people use the countryside, from forestry and woodlands, water collection and minerals to pleasure – hunting, shooting and fishing. There are a myriad of ways of using the countryside for informal recreation such as rambling, climbing and wild swimming, for the pursuit of horticulture, botany and ornithology, and as day visitors to great country houses, national parks and the coast. There is such a richness of lives and stories that I have decided that to do justice to the many pioneers who made modern pleasure grounds, I will have to leave these for a separate book.


The ideas, stories and experiences that this book covers could not have been written without the efforts and fruits of numerous biographers, autobiographers and historians whose work I draw on for this synthesis. It also reflects my own experience, and I am grateful for the many hundreds of people who have influenced my ideas and introduced me to all manner of aspects of the land. Roger Clarke, Drew Bennellick, Simon Seligman, Diane Banks and Martin Redfern at Northgate and Claire Hopkins at The History Press helped shape the ideas for the book. I am grateful to Julian Glover for commenting on an early draft of the book and for making some important suggestions on how to improve the text. Any omissions, errors or other failings are, however, entirely my own.





Chapter 1


Arcadia in Peril


THE COUNTRYSIDE AT THE TURN
OF THE CENTURY


There is no intelligence where there is no change and no need of change.


H.G. Wells, The Time Machine (London: 1896)


England’s landscapes are the joyous places some call home, some their place of work and some a location for recreation and inspiration. Whatever our relationship with the countryside, it is never a shallow or trivial concern: the countryside always incites passions. Whether tending the arable land or livestock pastures stewarded by generations of your farming ancestors; returning to the rural hearth or grounds of a loved family home; following a favourite family walk or walking with new friends, the experience of the countryside digs uncommonly deep into the souls of all who know it. Passions translate quickly into partisan campaigns: to reward farmers better; to protect their subsidies or markets; to stave off new housing developments in much-loved village green spaces; to fight to protect an ancient woodland or the haunt of a rare bird, or to gain a modest right of access to land, coasts and rivers locked behind padlocked fences. People have a meaningful love of the countryside. Our forefathers surely pictured the land as something they fought for and our nation’s deepest thinkers, poets, artists, novelists, broadcasters and musicians pay homage to the land. In so many ways, the land defines our nation and lends meaning to how we choose to describe our national character.


The countryside as we see it today, on Google Maps, from the windows of a train, plane or car, or on weekend rambles, is superficially like that our grandparents and great grandparents would have known, being mainly fields for crops or the raising of livestock interspersed with pockets of nature. But in so many important ways, how land is managed today is as different to the Edwardian countryside as a bicycle is to a jet aircraft. Mechanisation, technologies, land ownership patterns, what is grown where and for what purpose, and what the land is used for has transformed it profoundly. If you called a meeting of countryside bodies in 1900, the room would be empty; in 2000 it would be full. Rural affairs were once largely the preserve of the House of Lords, whose members, after all, owned much of the land.


There was no NFU or Country Land & Business Association, no Defra or Ministry of Agriculture, no Campaign for the Protection of Rural England, no Landscape Institute, national parks, Royal Town Planning Institute or Natural England. The Wildlife Trusts, RSPB and National Trust were minuscule organisations, merely small-membership societies with few resources and little clout. The scientific disciplines that underpin modern agriculture, ecology and landscape science were rudimentary and played little role in countryside policy. Almost every institution, policy, technology and philosophy that makes up the modern countryside was designed, created and shaped in the twentieth century. This book tells the story of the people who made it happen.


One hundred years ago, almost all the land in England was tenanted, owned by either traditional aristocratic estates or by the new landlords, men who had made their fortunes in commerce and the Empire and who sought land for privacy, social advancement and the pursuit of game in country sports. The lives of this private and privileged class were rarefied, based on unimaginable wealth, political and economic power and an absolute control over land and rural life. It was not the town hall planners who decided where houses would be built, but factory and estate owners. The baronial halls, Tudor manor houses, Gothic Revival turreted castles and Palladian mansions; the libraries, tapestries and art collections; and parklands, hunting forests and formal gardens were the playgrounds of the families who partied and politicked in them, locked away from ordinary people. Away from the immediate confines of the country house, the land and the landscape were largely farmed, a place where stockmen and shepherds, ploughmen, hedge layers, farm boys and labourers toiled in ways determined as much by local tradition and lore as by any systematic understanding of plant and animal nutrition and modern farming practices.


W.G. Hoskins explained the character of the British landscape by telling us that ‘everything is older than you think’.1 From a landscape historian of Hoskins’ ability and breadth of reach, that, of course, is true. For the purposes of this book, which tells of the political and social changes that transformed the countryside in the twentieth century, we start at a single point in time at the turn of the last century. When thinking about the countryside at a point in time, I find it helpful, indeed essential, to read the considered accounts of other writers who knew the land intimately, for their travels and words to transport me back to the land they knew. I have chosen to do this to start my story of the countryside in the twentieth century.


The countryside 120 years ago was largely in agricultural use and so it is the chroniclers of farming who give us the clearest idea of what the pre-war landscape was like. We are fortunate that, thanks to the travels and writings of perceptive and energetic chroniclers, we have a very clear picture of the state of farming and the countryside as the new century dawned. We are particularly fortunate that writer of romantic adventure fiction H. (Henry) Rider Haggard and leading agricultural scientist Daniel Hall travelled the land writing up their findings for a wider audience – Rider Haggard at the turn of the century and Hall just before the outbreak of a war that would change everything.
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Henry Rider Haggard was, by 1900, an established novelist and social commentator, author of King Solomon’s Mines, She and adventurous romances set in Africa, where he lived until 1882. On his return to England, he developed a fascination for the detail of farming, gardens and the countryside and published respectable books on horticulture and the land, especially A Farmer’s Year and A Gardener’s Year. At the turn of the century, Rider Haggard set out to write a survey of farming in England that was based on two seasons of travel, published, in part, in a series of articles for The Daily Express, and then in the two-volume Rural England (1902).


Rider Haggard describes with some passion a landscape much lauded and often sentimentalised, but he does so with a practical countryman’s eye. He visited breeders of downland sheep in Wiltshire, Dorset and Hampshire; Hereford cattle in the Marches counties of Herefordshire and Worcestershire; dairy herds in the grassy vales of the southern counties; and fruit, nuts and hop holdings in Kent, the Vale of Evesham and in the Marches. Rider Haggard was exercised by three challenges, the low price of farm crops – and hence rents and returns for landlords – the shortage of labour (and especially skilled labour) to plough land, shoe horses and tend sheep and dairy cows, and the rise of unproductive landlords interested only in the privacy of their homes and the pursuit of country sports.


Rider Haggard was concerned by the promotion of modern farming techniques and high farming, although as a landlord himself, his interest was always in rents rather than the detail of farming practices. Nevertheless, he visited the progressive farms in each district, paying calls to the Earl of Leicester at Holkham in Norfolk, Edward Strutt at the Rayleigh Farms in Essex, and the new fruit farms set out at Tiptree (Essex) by Mr Wilkins. He visited a successful bacon factory in Wiltshire and praised enlightened landlords, but his investigations also involved talking to anonymous tenants, local land agents and farm workers.


Among his heroes there are historic landed estates investing in land improvement and cottages and modern buildings, ‘spacious, well-constructed and fitted with the most modern conveniences’.2 His villains include poor estates whose tenant farmers labour in buildings that are near derelict, with insanitary conditions and not fit for modern farming implements, on land in need of drainage and improvement. He castigates the new landlords who only want ‘sport, the right sort of society, and a place that will be pleasant to live at during the hunting and shooting seasons’.3 He is appalled to find one land agency has a dozen applications from such men.


Rider Haggard was a polemicist but had a keenly developed understanding of the causes of the dereliction and failure in farming. The last decades of the nineteenth century had been brutal to farming with a vast increase in imports from the colonies, the USA and the Far East and a succession of crises brought on by economic woes, agricultural diseases and bad weather. Politicians had largely failed to respond to the disorganised pleading of farmers and landowners, preferring instead to listen to the men of commerce in the industrial cities and the Empire who wanted cheap food for the urban masses and favourable trading terms with the colonies and the USA. Landlords unable to let farms at historically high levels of rent sought tenants at knock-down prices for tenancies, but then failed to make any improvements to buildings, land and stock. Everywhere, there were labour shortages as young men and boys fled the land in favour of better paid work in mines, railways or factories.


Rider Haggard ends his travels with a plea for a concerted plan to protect farming, starting with changes to the free trade that had endured in Britain for six decades. The Americas, Australia and New Zealand had flooded Britain’s markets with food that was cheaper and more bountiful than British farmers could muster with their depressed prices. His second solution was to stop the flight of the most able and hard-working young men and women from ‘the villages where they were born and flocking into the towns … leaving only the dullards, the vicious and the wastrels to stay’.4 The consequences of a shortage of labour were the division of holdings into ever larger units, increased use of machinery and the ‘laying away all of the best land to grass and to grazing which takes up less labour’.


Rider Haggard pleaded for a stronger role for the Board of Agriculture, ‘greater than merely collating statistics’, for more agricultural education and support for landowners who were enlightened enough to improve land and buildings for their tenants. Such calls were largely neglected within officialdom, and it would take the catastrophe of two world wars to shift political thinking this way. But in the immediate years before the war, farming was to experience something of a resurgence, in large part due to growing domestic markets in the years described in detail by Rider Haggard’s successor Daniel Hall.
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The progressive agriculturalist Daniel Hall set out to chronicle the farms and farmland of Britain as the clouds of the First World War gathered. Hall would go on to play a central role in the farming response to the First World War and as the architect of modern farming, agricultural research and policy. But in the summers of 1910, 1911 and 1912, Hall used three tours to write an expert and often critical account of British farming, published first in The Times newspaper and then as A Pilgrimage of British Farming (1913). The county-based descriptions have a bias towards the more advanced farms, but nevertheless, the landscapes, farm structures and practices would generally have been more familiar to a farmer of the later Middle Ages or Georgian era than those of today.


Hall describes a farming economy that is highly distinctive from county to county; where artificial fertilisers are the exception, not the norm, and fertility is mainly provided by crop rotations and organic manures; where traditional breeds of sheep and cattle predominate and where even the best wheat yields were two-thirds to three-quarters of a tonne per hectare – less than a tenth of what they are today. Market gardening and dairying were booming in response to the continued growth of towns and cities, ports and factories, railways and roads, and farmers also made money from the sale of draft animals, straw and feed into the cities.


The farmlands of Britain would have looked treeless compared to today; hedgerows would have been managed tightly for timber and to control stock. Much of the land would have new, straight hedges from previous centuries’ enclosures and many rivers were straightened, banks built up and land drained, but the deeper marshes, heath, downland and moorland would have been unimproved. The division between stock pasture and arable, so prominent today, would have been blurred, with cattle and sheep folded onto roots and stubbles in winter or at night, so providing soil nutrition for crops. Horses were ubiquitous as sources of power on the land for ploughing, reaping and carting the harvest, with only a handful of steam tractor rigs employed on the largest farms. The provision of fodder, bedding and farriery would have been a busy business for farm horses and to supply the millions of draft animals in towns, factories, ports, railways, mines and for hunting. Village life would have been busy with blacksmiths, wheelwrights, joiners, cart builders, tinsmiths, miners, licensees and people employed in the supply and manufacture of everything needed for living and working in the countryside.


Working people would have been ubiquitous, with men and boys ditching, hedging, road and track mending, tending to fieldwork, according to seasons, and shepherding flocks and herds as mobile sources of nutrition. Mobile gangs of workers from other farms, Ireland and the cities would make their way on foot across the country and were eagerly awaited to bring in the harvests, alighting for a week or two where there was work before moving on.


Parks, gardens and woodlands were the preserve of the super-wealthy and keepers would have been on watch for poachers, making much of the land an unwelcome place to those who ventured from the cities. The footpaths, nature reserves, national parks and grand National Trust properties were all yet to become a part of life in the countryside. The road network would have been poor, but the rail network more comprehensive than today, with numerous small hamlets and villages served with trains carrying milk, potatoes and eggs to the cities and wealthy people to grand house parties and shooting weekends.


Daniel Hall started his first tour on the chalk downland farms of Wiltshire, Dorset, Sussex and the South Downs, as well as Devon’s orchards. Sheep farming was dominant, as it had been since the boom years of medieval England when wool from the Cotswolds and southern chalk downs was exported all over Europe. Sheep breeds were either the ancient traditional Dorset, Oxford or Suffolk types or the more modern Southern Down. Hall was a great critic of the British stockman’s adherence to traditional breeds, believing that the breed societies paid more attention to irrelevant physical characteristics than to productivity, freedom from illness and disease and commercial value. He questioned the ‘commitment to local patriotism’5 that insisted a local breed was best suited to local conditions. Shepherds were still living in mobile huts with sheep that would be ‘folded’ at night onto arable land in valleys, protecting flocks from marauders and supplying fertility to cropping land.


In Dorset, Devon and Somerset’s fertile vales and the river valleys draining the South Downs in Sussex, traditional breeds of beef cattle such as the Devon redpoll were raised alongside prosperous dairy shorthorn herds, increasingly supplying urban doorsteps through new rail connections. Hall thought ‘Somerset as good a dairying county as either Cheshire or Lancashire’.6 But dairy nutrition still relied on traditional pastures manured by animal dung, with some crops grown for protein and bulk such as turnips, mangelwurzels and alfalfa. Few dairy cows had a ‘supplemented’ diet of protein and oil-rich cake, a development that would increase yields over the next century. Herds were typically small, with a few dozen animals milked in mobile milking sheds on the pastures or in tiny and cramped farmyards. Animal health was still rudimentary, with outbreaks of tuberculosis and brucellosis regular occurrences and a substantial foot and mouth outbreak in 1910.


Crop farming still relied for its fertility and control of weeds and pests on rotations, as it had for centuries. The Wiltshire rotation was a variation on the Norfolk four-course rotation (wheat, turnips, barley and clover or a grass ley or temporary crop) with an additional two- to three-year period of growing sainfoin. Wheat and barley crops would be harvested by hand or mechanical mower, stooked in the fields and threshed by steam threshing machines or by hand in vast open-sided barns. Steam ploughing was accessible only to the largest farms and estate land due to the high costs of employing gangs of men – five were needed to operate Fowler’s stationary engines, drawing vast plough units across huge fields by steel hawsers. Most farm power was from horses, whose oats and bedding had to be supplied from the farm.


By modern standards, crop plants would be much taller than today’s short crops, leading to many ‘lodging’ or falling under the weight of grain and rain-sodden stalks. There was a ready market for wheat and barley straw and oats and barley to bed and power the vast number of draft horses, donkeys and mules still employed in the docks, railways, mines and busy city streets. Hall describes the best wheat yields as between five and seven hundredweight per acre – in modern comparable units, this would be two-thirds to three-quarters of a tonne per hectare. A modern British arable farm would today be averaging over 10 tonnes per hectare, with the British and world record held by a Lincolnshire Wolds farmer at close to 17 tonnes per hectare.7 Even the most progressive arable fields 100 years ago would have been ten times sparser, lower yielding and with widespread diseases such as ergot and mildew and crops held back by grass weeds such as wild oats.


Hall did not identify significant labour shortages, which had been an issue for decades before and that would reach crisis point in wartime, but he noted the absence of experienced men applying for the skilled roles on the land, such as farriery, shepherding and dairying. The vast number of men needed on great estates to upkeep pleasure grounds and shoots depressed Hall, as he comments on how good it was that Sussex woodlands were ‘managed for timber and not neglected for game’.8 Skilled men were increasingly needed in the ports, railways, cities and towns, building and maintaining the new suburbs. In Kent, he describes a relatively buoyant apple, pear and stone fruit farming sector, as well as cobnuts and hop gardens, with one well-tended hop garden employing 200–300 families in the picking season with over 1,000 men, women and children spending a month in the fresh air and primitive accommodation each harvest.


Crossing the Thames, whose endless coastal marshes Hall described as very fertile pasture for cattle and sheep fattening and which were ‘the haunts of rare ducks’, his pilgrimage took him into East Anglia. First was the county of Essex, which Hall described as ‘monotonous’ but whose arable agriculture, traditionally focusing on seed crops ‘was no longer the derelict landscape of previous years’.9 He noted two fields of experimental sugar beet, which were then a rare novelty with beet exported to Holland, but which is today a mainstay of East Anglian farming. Cambridgeshire and Norfolk landscapes outside of the fens were notable for the universal sheep flocks, including ‘some great flocks such as the King’s at Sandringham’10 and extensive arable lands. Norfolk was considered the most progressive farming county and was certainly a mainly arable landscape, with three-quarters of the farmland cultivated following a traditional four-course rotation. The black soils of the Fens and intermittent clay islands are described as very fertile, but because they are drained peat lands, Daniel Hall presciently predicted a grim future as the soil organic matter was exhausting, citing the farmers’ own view that the soils were thinner today than when first drained centuries before. The only livestock regularly seen in the Fens were shire horses whose breeding was a major source of income in pre-war years, being mainly sold from farms for use as draft animals in the city.


Hall describes in considerable detail the practice of fattening store cattle and sheep, ‘finishing’ them for sale straight to the butchers, with stock bought in summer and autumn marts from breeders in the uplands of England, the Cotswolds and the west. This ‘stratified’ form of farming was of dubious value as Hall felt breeder and finisher were sharing meagre returns. His farming hosts explained that the principal farming benefit was that store cattle manured the otherwise hungry East Anglian land and improved the mulching and composting value of the straws by trampling them. By moving the animals around the paddocks and the farm, fertility was spread across the land, a practice that is central to today’s regenerative farming practices. This system demonstrated to Hall – and to our modern sustainable eyes – a whole farming economy based on traditional low-intensity farming, where organic manures and rotations drove fertility and few farmers measured the impact of their businesses in strictly commercial terms.


Hall identified innovation and change in the substantial newly planted fruit trees around Tiptree in Essex and Wisbech, cut flower and bulb growers in the Fens and one substantial 3,000-acre (1,200 hectares) farm in Lincolnshire growing vast acres of potatoes for a growing urban market. But he castigated the Lincolnshire stock farmers for their loyalty to the Lincoln Red sheep and cattle, a breed that, he notes, was valued for both milk and beef production.


While the hill lands leading up to the high Pennines were mainly home to the ‘elegant little’ Cheviot sheep ‘that move with considerable grace’, he noted too that the more progressive stockmen were raising the large Midlands Leicesters as ‘Border Leicesters’ and crossing them with the native Cheviots to produce crosses with considerable vigour and meat quality. These higher-yielding crosses required more supplementary feed and give an early indication of what, throughout the twentieth century, would grow into the substantial sheep-rearing industry in the UK uplands. Likewise, the larger Shorthorn bulls were being crossed with the small native Galloway cattle, creating vigorous grey-blue crossbreeds, again forerunners of the Continental bull crosses that were to dominate British beef farming after the two world wars.


Hall’s second tour began in the county of Wiltshire before he travelled through the west of England where grassland farming dominated. He believed grazing to be ‘an easy and conservative business compared to ploughland’.11 Nevertheless, he tells of the entrepreneurial dairy farmers in the Vale of Pewsey supplying London with milk by railway and of a 1,000‑acre (400-ha) farm exporting fine dairy Shorthorn cattle and Oxford Down sheep to the colonies and the USA.


Passing William Morris’ old home of Kelmscott, his journey took him to Burford, where he venerated the English gentry, who he thought had shown paternalistic leadership to generations of English farmers. He then traversed the high Cotswold plateau, an area then, as today, largely under the plough, but in 1911 oats, barley and clovers were grown in rotation with the cash-generating wheat. Today’s Cotswolds wheats are more likely to be part of a limited arable crop rotation or continuous wheat cropping whose fertility is maintained by artificial fertilisers.


Dropping down into the Vale of Evesham, Hall observed that farms were smaller and the fruit growing – largely the Pershore Plum but also other stone fruits and apples – were grown on smallholdings. North of Evesham, Hall travelled through an area he described as little short of Nirvana. This mainly grassland farming area between the Vale of Evesham and the Pennine spine of England also had considerable areas of barley and root growing. It was dominated by prosperous small-scale, mixed farms whose income from crops and grass was supplemented by a strong demand from the cities for poultry and hams and from the local hunts for fine hunting horses. Milk for Cheshire cheese was raised in the north of the Marches and extensively in the many dairy farms in Cheshire and South Lancashire, where dairy was the dominant farming, supplying the many prosperous and busy industrial towns. Cheshire cheese was said to be ‘mostly consumed in the big Lancashire towns and in the Potteries’ and it was a staple ‘in the leading hotels of Manchester and Liverpool’,12 rarely, if ever, being seen in London.


Livestock raising was based on many of the numerous local breeds of short-woolled ‘forest’ or hill sheep such as the Clun, Radnor or Long Mynd, and he visited a 1,000-acre (400-ha) progressive farm that raised Shropshire short-woolled sheep, a breed thought superior across the Empire, where Shropshire rams were in demand. Where the pastures were rich, Hall found beef farmers raising the stocky white-faced Hereford cattle, whose beef was much in demand and the best bloodlines of which were also valued across the Empire.


Hall found the Marches landscape of small, mixed farms and ancient settlements to his liking, although he was pleased to find one progressive farmer who had ‘successfully drained hollows and removed hedgerows’ to create large fields, believing that ‘small fields and hedgerow timber [were] incompatible with economical farming’.13 Although impressed by a few farms, Hall remained sceptical of the value of many local breeds, the best of which the ‘stockman was more impressed by a long and excellent pedigree’, and breeding should be more focused on ‘a cold record of productivity … the danger is that the restricted breeding which results from the multiplicity of pure breeds may lead to a loss of constitution’.14


As Hall travelled north in Lancashire, he remarked on the prosperous dairy farms, exporting butter for landladies’ breakfast tables at Blackpool and Morecambe before heading into the Pennine and Cumbrian Fells. He was in part complimentary of the rugged hill farms, but despaired at the multiplicity of sheep breeds, the Gritstone and Penistone of the Peak District, Yorkshire’s Swaledales and Wensleydales, and the hardy Scottish Blackface and Herdwicks of the Cumbrian Fells, said to be so hardy as to refuse hay even in a harsh Cumbrian winter. The local breeds were crossed with a lowland ram, such as a Border Leicester, and the progeny sold away to the lowlands to be fattened on turnips and stubbles. Before passing a rather disparaging comment on the Eden Valley, ‘perhaps we had been led to expect much of its name’,15 Hall concluded his 1911 journey with an extensive tour of the farmlands of Ireland.


Hall’s second tour was divided into separate tours of Wales, the far south-west of England, Scotland and the Midlands of England. The mixed-stock farms of Monmouthshire were small and supplemented their income selling cider apples to Hereford and milk, butter and eggs into the South Wales valley towns. The dairy farmers of Monmouthshire and Breconshire’s Usk Valley, which were small by UK standards with fewer than twelve milk cows, a bull and calves, supplied milk to the manufacture of Caerphilly cheese, a staple on the tables of Cardiff and the industrial valleys. Hall found a more prosperous agriculture in the Towy Valley of Carmarthenshire and in the fertile farmlands of south Pembrokeshire.


As he travelled into north Pembrokeshire and the Welsh coastal county of Cardigan, he described the small county produce market with miserable supplies of vegetables and local produce but quantities of butter, churned on the farms and transported for sale to the wholesalers as lumps in all manner of containers for a few pennies. On the hill farms, small herds of traditional stocky Welsh Black cattle and flocks of Black-Faced sheep, acclimatised, or hefted, to the high, grass-dominated hill pastures, were crossed with a Wiltshire ram to produce fine-tasting but slow-growing lambs that were quickly sold on to the lowland grass farmers. Hall reckoned Welsh farming to be ‘undeveloped and below the opportunities of the soil and climate’,16 a failing he put down mainly to the small size of farms and conservatism of farmers.


In the far west of England, Daniel Hall found well-organised collectives of small coastal farms selling new potatoes and broccoli to the London market via the Penzance to Paddington train. Up to date the market may have been, but these farmers were still providing fertility to their coastal strip fields by dragging sea sand and seaweed from the beaches. In the east of Cornwall and into Devon, mixed farming raised traditional Devon cattle and Devon long-wool sheep and arable rotations were based on a local race of barley that was said to be especially suited to the peninsula’s mild maritime climate. The Devon cider orchards were widespread but comprised many obscure local varieties and Hall noted there seemed much variation too in the skills of the farmers in setting, pruning and harvesting the apple crop.


From Devon and Cornwall, Hall travelled across the farmlands of Scotland, making observations on fruit growing, the raising of seed potatoes and the traditional cattle breeds, the Ayrshires and Galloways. Hall finished his pilgrimage in the Peak District with a description of the largely grass fields bounded by enclosures of stone walls, where small farmers with herds of no more than a dozen poor-quality dairy cows of mixed origin milked for local cheese markets: a local Derbyshire cheddar-like cheese and the rich blue Stilton. Further south in the Midlands, in the uplands of the area that is today the National Forest, in the valley of the Trent and Vale of Belvoir, the farming was mixed, with milk being sold to London and Midlands cities and for Stilton manufacture. Being substantially hunting territory, many light hunter horses were sold from farms and heavier horses were sold to the cities. In the numerous Midlands valleys, the principal farming activities were fattening bullocks and the management of pastures and arable land in rotation to that end. As farms came closer to London, numerous small-scale market gardens produced carrots, parsnips, broccoli, cabbage and runner beans as well as, in a few lighter sandy areas, cut flowers and bulbs.
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The farms, rural economies and landscapes that Rider Haggard and Hall describe were the canvas that decades of progressive agriculturalists grew up to despise, seeking to change, modernise, homogenise and improve. The dereliction, impoverished communities, servitude to landlords and adherence to tradition and lore, instead of science and enhancement, drove the century’s improvers. To a modern conservationist’s mind, so much of the improvement caused untold damage on the environment, but to men like Rider Haggard and Hall and many progressive farmers, the fact that change had to happen was imperative. Over a million people were enslaved to outdated traditions, underdeveloped farms and terrible rural living conditions. The quality of food was variable with disease and inconsistency widespread. With some humility looking back to the first decades of the century, who would not have wished to improve the lot of farming and its outdated practices? I am left entirely sympathetic to men like Hall and many millions of working people in cities and on farms, and the countryside owes much to their desire to improve farming.


This impoverished rural economy was also the landscape in which those who would influence the countryside in other ways grew up. The ecologists and planners who would craft the new state-controlled countryside, declaring new designated landscapes and protection for views and wildlife, also grew up as agriculture was in the economic doldrums, barely touched by modern policies or technologies. Britain’s land was almost universally thought to be subject to a benign agriculture where traditional breeds of stock were raised on postage stamp-sized farms, fertility was provided by crop rotations and travelling flocks of hill-born lambs and bullocks were fattened on river valley and coastal grazing marshes. In this low fertility, diverse and low-yielding farming, diseases were controlled by rotational grazing and ancient remedies or not at all. Much of the landscape was ‘waste’ or ‘unimproved’, even though sometimes farmers had ploughed the downs or the heathy wastes; these tracts of countryside were important.


In the 1870s Richard Jefferies had been easily able to write about the birds of his parish, familiar as he was with the skylarks and coveys of partridge nesting on the sparse cereal fields on the downs, the corncrake, then a widespread bird of pastures and meadows, and the nightingale, whose favoured thickets of heavily worked copses gave them the cover to launch their starling song from.


Newly returned from Argentina, where he grew up, W.H. Hudson travelled southern England in the same pre-war summers that Daniel Hall did. Hudson recalled in a Somerset village the ‘full throbbing prelude to the nightingale’s song … against the background of that diffused, mysterious purring of the nightjars’.17 On the Peak District moors, Hudson described the abundance of birdlife, ‘the faint tinkle of the rising and falling pipit, to the curlew’s trill … and the golden-plover, water ousel [dipper], the aerial bleat of the snipe, the wail of the peewit and thin sharp pipe of the sandpiper’.18 Hudson remarked on the lack of large birds and the viciousness of the gamekeeper’s persecution of anything that may harm grouse. Hudson was familiar with the behaviour of jackdaws, the haunts of the Dartford warbler, the arrival of geese on the north Norfolk coast and the many other bird delights of the countryside.


To Hudson, farming was a benign backdrop. The real villains were those who wanted ‘something pretty in a glass case’. To Hudson, it was the bird collectors who were decimating birdlife, such that it was more likely that you would find a ‘hobby in a cage in a London market than at its nest in the New Forest’.19 As a generation of conservation scientists and administrators grew up, it was with a broadly sympathetic view of farming and its influence over the countryside. The new town and country planning systems would be there to protect farmland as much as wild nature. The new national parks would reflect the ‘charm’ of traditional agriculture and the farmed character of the countryside was to be protected by the new agencies charged with managing the land.


As the century progressed and as modern techniques of farming rapidly took hold of the land, the need to feed a hungry nation, to allow a realistic income to be made from farming and for farm workers to be paid a decent wage were to be uppermost in the politicians’ minds and I, for one, cannot find it in me to criticise them, despite the changes they wrought on the landscape and wildlife.


After the catastrophe of the two world wars, the policies adopted in Britain and across the world favoured farming. Nature, the character of the landscape and the other uses of land would take decades to catch up with the position in society, power and prominence of agriculture. I’ve chosen to tell the story of the transformation and rise of agriculture in some detail in the next three chapters because this was one of the most significant transformations in the countryside and indeed an important cultural backdrop to Britain in the twentieth century.





Part 1


The Rise of
Modern Agriculture
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Chapter 2


The Men with a Plan


CONFLICT AND RESPONSE TO WAR


Of the men who turned the hay and carried the harvest in that glorious summer of 1914, some stayed on the farms to improvise and worry and over-work for the harvests that were to keep a hungry nation from starvation. Others went overseas to the trenches in Flanders and the beaches of Gallipoli, into the Navy and the merchant fleet; and many did not return.


Orwin and Whetham, The History of British Agriculture
(London: 1964), p. 385


In times of crisis and conflict, it falls to a few men and women to shoulder the burden of leadership. Politically, two huge characters stood central to the British war effort in the twentieth century’s two world wars: David Lloyd George and Winston Churchill. In both conflicts, wartime required a sea-shift in home production of food as much as it did military might. War leaders needed a plan from those with a practical knowledge of farming as much as from the generals, admirals and airmen. In both wars, enthusiasts for farming willingly played their parts in growing more food – in digging for victory.


The agriculturalists understood the potential of new technologies: tractors, plant breeding and fertilisers. They used the power of the state to intervene in farming in a way that had been alien up to the point when the country was on the brink of near starvation. Their plans were central to the war effort, but in various guises their approach was the blueprint for policies that changed the countryside profoundly after the conflicts. This chapter starts with a description of the military catastrophe that shaped the domestic and military effort of the First World War, followed by the story of the men who helped David Lloyd George’s War Cabinet feed the nation and describes the lives of their successors, who led the Dig for Victory campaign for Winston Churchill during the Second World War.
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On 20 October 1914, the German navy’s submarine fleet captured and scuttled the British merchant vessel Glitra and a week later, they torpedoed the steamship Admiral Ganteaume. These attacks were seen by British war leaders as one-off atrocities, outside the normal rules of war because they targeted civilians. From 19 February 1915, a concerted and controversial campaign over several months sunk twenty-nine largely defenceless merchant ships amounting to 89,517 tonnes, a military failure for the Allies, yet a modest destruction of the merchant navy’s huge fleet.1


The British military response remained limited and the political view in Asquith’s War Cabinet reflected that of the naval top brass that such tactics of unrestricted submarine warfare were ‘unsportsmanlike’ and therefore unlikely to continue. The German admirals had a different view.


In the late nineteenth century, Britain had become reliant on wheat from the US and Canada and meat from Argentina, Australia and New Zealand, and so Atlantic and Mediterranean shipping lines were essential to its economy. After the German navy’s failure at the Battle of Jutland in the summer of 1916, the Imperial Commander of the Atlantic Fleet, Admiral Reinhard Scheer, convinced the Kaiser that to win the war Germany needed to unleash its technologically superior submarines onto the huge shipping routes that supplied food and other essentials to Britain. The campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare was about to begin, and its effects were to be profound, both on the conduct of the war and on Britain’s economy and countryside.


In February 1917, Scheer ramped up his plan to destroy the bulk of Britain’s merchant fleet by sinking 600,000 tonnes per month. In February, 500,000 tonnes of shipping were sunk, rising to 600,000 tonnes in March and over 800,000 tonnes in April, destroying four-fifths of the total merchant fleet and far outstripping the capacity of yards to replace ships. The War Cabinet was rattled and so the military response was quick. Heavily defended Allied convoys soon deflected the U-boat attacks.


The economic response was quick too. Not only did German attacks change US opinion towards joining the Allied war, but the government recognised that Scheer’s plan had nearly starved Britain2 and a significant economic and political response was needed.


As Herbert Asquith’s Chancellor of the Exchequer and Minister of War, David Lloyd George played an important role in the Liberal-led wartime coalition government in the early war years. But he had spent much of his time in office railing against a military and political Establishment that he felt was too complacent. Among his many convictions was a belief that Britain’s land was inefficiently managed and tenant farmers were held back by the innate conservatism of their landlords.


Lloyd George’s suspicion of the landed classes was deep rooted. He had been a country solicitor in North Wales prior to standing successfully for election in 1890. In a rural solicitor’s practice and as an MP for Caernarfonshire, he witnessed numerous examples of progressive young farm tenants being impeded by lazy landowners from taking on new tenancies, improving and draining land, building modern farm buildings and improving their livestock. He blamed a diffident aristocracy and landowners for holding back rural Britain: he thought they were loath to invest in farms, concerned more for their game shoots than productive farming.


For nearly 100 years prior to the First World War, farming policy and matters concerning the land were left to a few interested peers in Parliament and government; farming was disorganised, forgotten and represented only by weak and disparate interests. Landowners dominated, and the voices of the practical farmer, the progressive tenant and the scientists seeking greater yields and production were largely ignored. The response to crises of animal disease such as rinderpest and foot and mouth disease, catastrophic rains and proposals for land and tenancy reforms, agriculture research and training had been fobbed off by Treasury officials, civil servants and the bulk of politicians in all major parties. The political class was less interested in rural areas and more interested in technology, international trade and the Empire.


Faced with the German U-boat assault on supply lines and food shortages, Lloyd George’s instinct on farming was to deploy the power of the state to break the deadly stranglehold that landowners and backward farmers had on farming. On assuming the premiership in December 1916, Lloyd George quickly set to work with his War Cabinet, introducing a comprehensive range of interventions to bring the economy into a greater state of war readiness, pulling all the levers to get the railways, mines, factories and farms to play their part in the war effort.


Lloyd George’s political allies here were his Minister for Agriculture, Rowland Prothero, and Lord Milner, a former colonial administrator with a reputation for ruthless efficiency. Under the Asquith administration, the Farms Minister, Lord Selborne, had achieved little to increase food production, but he had asked Alfred Milner for a plan to reshape the policies around agriculture.


Milner had been a gifted civil servant at the Inland Revenue before transferring in 1897 to the Colonial Department as High Commissioner for Southern Africa under Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain. In Southern Africa, he excelled, although was no friend of the native Africans nor the Afrikaans and became the administrator closest to the Boer Wars, with a reputation as an effective manager of the military and civil administrations, skills he would deploy later in the War Cabinet. Returning from Africa, although Milner was a prominent Liberal politician, his personal commitment to the Empire was bolstered by a lifelong belief in the supremacy of the British race and the English language, ideas shunned today but which put him in the mainstream of senior politicians of his day.


Milner was a bitter critic of Herbert Asquith’s government early in the war and he spoke often of the need for a sharper role for the state, more direction for the economy and schemes to conscript men to fight at the Front. In 1915, Milner reported to the government on ‘Food Production in England and Wales’, a report which sketched out an ambitious plan for farming but was largely ignored and would have to wait eighteen months to be acted on. Milner’s brief under Premier Lloyd George now brought his administrative, business and military skills to the fore. He was tasked with nothing less than bringing the whole might of the domestic economy to bear on the war effort: negotiating with the mine and factory owners for munitions and supplies, managing food rationing and bringing a new level of intervention into farming and the land. Lloyd George trusted Milner’s instincts because ‘Milner and I stand for the same things. He is a poor man and so am I. He does not represent the landed or capitalist classes any more than I do. He is keen on social reform and so am I.’3


In the early years of the First World War, there were concerns that the war effort had the potential to harm farm production, although the prevailing political view was that the farm production of the Empire would overcome this. By early 1916, over a third of farm workers had left the land to join the forces or work in factories. Over half of the steam plough tackles were out of action for want of repair or drivers. Ploughmen, carpenters, wheelwrights and saddlers were in demand for the war effort and what little agricultural supplies of fertilisers existed were being diverted to munitions supply. Distilleries and starch manufacturing were stopped and the use of flour for hair colouring was banned. But the state was still only playing an advisory and exhorting role, backed up by some powers introduced in 1916 to compel farmers to plough land at the will of county War Agricultural Committees. The markets for land and rents, fertilisers, tractors and the price of corn and cattle held sway with little state involvement.


At the darkest period of the First World War, all this changed. The political barometer swung markedly, with a sudden need to increase food production and supply. Farming and the land had risen to centre stage in Lloyd George’s War Cabinet, which focused on whatever the state needed to do to win a debilitating war. Admiral Scheer’s brutal and devastating naval tactics, Lloyd George’s radical interventionism and Milner’s steely administrative skills combined in a political firestorm that needed cool heads and sound ideas to turn this energy into a practical plan for farming. The politicians needed a plan to rouse the slumbering agricultural industry, grow more food domestically and apply new technologies and practices.


Milner was charged with drawing together the most able team to prepare and implement a plan to change agriculture for the immediate needs of the war. In practice, this put the British countryside on a path of turbulent reform and change that would extend throughout both world wars and much of the twentieth century. Agriculture Minister Prothero was tasked with steering radical measures through a still-sceptical Parliament. Overnight, what the agricultural reformers from the previous century had once only dreamed of became the government’s policy. The opportunity to chart out a plan for farming came within the grasp of a handful of men working at the heart of Whitehall as their compatriots fought and fell on the Western Front battlefields of Arras, Cambrai and Passchendaele.
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Among the men who were charged by Milner to draw up a plan to modernise farming, increase production and feed the nation in wartime were the members of the National Agricultural Committee: Rowland Prothero (later Lord Ernle), Daniel Hall and Edward Strutt. These men were schooled in practical farming and had a keen sense of the history of an industry that needed to change radically from the downbeat and technologically backward farms that had been in a prolonged depression for decades. A new understanding of how crops responded to soil conditions, the availability of practical tractors and steam ploughing and more specialised, higher-yield livestock were being held back by uncertainty, conservative landowners and a lack of knowledge among farmers. These men knew what needed to be done and they now had the ear of a political class urgently seeking their help. They still had to overcome bureaucratic obstacles, but as the troops in the trenches only advanced when the big guns fired giving them cover, so these men took their plan forward knowing that the PM and his War Cabinet were intellectually and politically four-square behind them.


There is relatively little to say about Rowland Prothero, a tall, studious and learned man, who was more at home playing first-class cricket than in the stuffy meeting rooms of Whitehall or on the green benches of Westminster. He was the son of an Isle of Wight rector and was educated at Marlborough College and Balliol College Oxford, where he excelled in his first love of history. Prothero, naturally enough, was elected to represent the University of Oxford and served only from 1914 to 1919, the turbulent war years. Prothero brought to Lloyd George’s team a comprehensive, dispassionate and deep knowledge of the history of farming. His The Pioneers and Progress of English Farming (Ernle, 1888) lionised the likes of Gervase Markham, Jethro Tull and Arthur Young and English Farming Past and Present (Ernle, 1912) was one of the classic comprehensive historical accounts of the successive waves of progress, revolution and depression in agriculture and was a standard textbook throughout the twentieth century.


Prothero was neither a driven man nor deeply political, but he held one of the most important offices of state in the darkest days of the war. Prothero had a sense that there had been a great injustice in the way that farmers and farming had been neglected for decades. His knowledge of farming would have been exceptional among his political peers and successors, and he had political masters in Milner and Lloyd George who were keen for him to make waves. He was also fortunate to have two of the ablest agriculturalists to work with him to craft the plan to change the outlook for farming, Daniel Hall, whose life began among the mills of north-east Lancashire, and Edward Strutt, younger brother of Lord Rayleigh of Essex.
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At the end of the nineteenth century, mills and workshops splayed across the valley of the River Roch in the Pennine Hills of north-east Lancashire. The low, rounded hills of the South Pennines are deeply incised by fast-flowing rivers that rise on the open moors and run quickly off the plateau in steep valleys opening to the plains of Yorkshire to the east and Lancashire to the west. Rochdale, a city that had been the home of the Liberal advocate for fair trade John Bright and the world’s first co-operative movement, was at the forefront of brash capitalism and helter-skelter economic growth. It must have been a busy, noisy and vibrant place to be born.


Daniel Hall (whose biography by Dale in 1956 this account draws on) was the son of a Rochdale flax spinner and lived a happy and carefree boyhood. Freed of the constraints of overprotective parents, Hall walked extensively over the hills, brooks and woods surrounding the industrial metropolis, developing a wonder at nature and teaching himself the names of plants and habits of wild animals.


Hall was perhaps the embodiment of the self-made Edwardian gentleman who, through aptitude and hard work, alighted on a successful career as a scientist, writer and administrator. Today, we would also call him ‘an influencer’ as his progress in life was driven as much by his passion for change as it was opportunities and job titles. He shared with men of his era a distaste for the craftspeople and homespun nature of farming, but not out of any kind of snobbery. He believed that the disciplines of the land would only ever be successful if, as in engineering, manufacturing and commerce, the new scientific and organised business principles would apply with larger scale and professional farms. Hall was an upright man who sported a moustache and was always turned out in a heavy three-piece suit, whether addressing the prime minister or a group of farmers. Said to be engaging, if not handsome, and physically fit, but not tall, he struck a solid presence and overcame a slightly high-pitched voice with clarity whenever he wrote or spoke, giving him great authority, whoever the audience was.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Preface



		1 Arcadia in Peril: The Countryside at the Turn of the Century



		Part 1 The Rise of Modern Agriculture



		2 The Men with a Plan: Conflict and Response to War



		3 Farming After the War: The Rise of Scientific Agriculture



		4 Into Europe: Farming and Europe’s Common Agricultural Policy









		Part 2 New Guiding Hands in the Countryside



		5 Great Oaks Fall: Decline and Renewal of Landed Estates



		6 Guiding Hands: The State and the Landscape



		7 Nature’s Place: The Rise of Modern Nature Conservation









		Part 3 New Ways of Managing the Land



		8 New Visions: New Ways of Looking at the Countryside



		9 A New Century









		Notes



		Bibliography



		Picture Section













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/half.png
Scattering
Plenty





OEBPS/images/copy.png
Trees for LY fe





OEBPS/images/title.png
Scattering
Plenty

THE PEOPLE WHO MADE THE MODERN COUNTRYSIDE

Jim Dixon

The
History
Press





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE PEOPLE WHO MADE THE MODERN COUNTRYSIDE






OEBPS/images/common.png





