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Summary: Lady Eve Balfour and the British organic food and farming movement 

This thesis explores the career of Lady Eve Balfour (1898-1990), the founder of the Soil 

Association, and her contribution to the British organic food and farming movement, as it 

emerged into public view after the Second World War. Eve Balfour's agricultural education 

at Reading University College during the First World War and her years as an owner-

occupying farmer during the 1920s and 1930s in Suffolk are described, including her 

involvement in the tithe protest movement. A range of interests pursued by Eve Balfour 

during the inter-war period is also discussed, including novel writing and Spiritualist 

practices. Her 'conversion' - as war loomed - to compost-based humus farming and her 

corresponding rejection of inorganic fertilisers is examined, as is her decision to convert her 

farms into a research project to demonstrate the superiority of organic farming methods. The 

arguments contained in Eve Balfour's 1943 book, The Living Soil, are presented as well as 

evidence about advertisements and BBC radio broadcasts that drew attention to the book. The 

founding and primary activities of the Soil Association from 1946 through the early 1980s are 

outlined and the nature of the organisation considered, with emphasis placed on members' 

central belief in the relationship between agricultural methods and human health. The 

organisation's ambivalent response to science is also discussed. Eve Balfour's 

unconventional, New Age religious belief is explored, with questions raised about whether 

similar beliefs were held by other key early Soil Association figures. The impact of Eve 

Balfour's reputation for unconventional religious belief and the Soil Association's associated 

reputation for 'muck and mystery' are assessed. The tenacity of Eve Balfour in leading the 

organisation despite an increasingly-powerful body of support for industrial farming is 

emphasised, while the opportunity her New Age religious belief offered critics to dismiss the 

organisation she led is also acknowledged.



3

Contents

Acknowledgements p. 4

Introduction p. 5

Chapter 1 The inter war years – parallel worlds: the nascent British p. 22

organic movement and Eve Balfour's early farming career

Chapter 2 The Second World War, Eve Balfour's organic conversion p. 73

and The Living Soil

Chapter 3 Eve Balfour and the Soil Association, 1945-1983 p. 111

Chapter 4 Eve Balfour, the Soil Association, Science and Religion p. 169

Conclusion p. 232

Bibliography p. 239

Appendix A Balfour family correspondence relating to publication of p. 262

The Paper Chase

Appendix B Eve Balfour's war-time assistance to Jewish refugees p. 264

Appendix C Partial list of press coverage relating to the compost p. 271

versus chemicals debate during the second half of 1943 and first half of 1944

Appendix D Details and extracts of monthly column during late 1940s/ p.273

early 1950s by Eve Balfour in National Review

Illustrations

Eve, New Bells Farm (1920s), from Betty Balfour's photo album p. 21

Boots advert featuring quote from The Living Soil in Farmers' Weekly p. 72

Cover of first edition of The Living Soil p. 110

Title page of Co-operation p. 168



4

Acknowledgements

A great many people assisted me in locating primary sources, in some cases lending me 

documents of enormous use. In particular, I wish to thank Evelyn and Michael Brander for 

their hospitality and kindness, welcoming me into their home – more than once – and 

allowing me to read from Lady Eve Balfour's personal papers, as well as offering their 

opinions and recollections. I am also greatly indebted to Edna and Fred Stilwell, for their 

memories and for passing on their collection of Mother Earth. Having ongoing access to 

Mother Earth allowed me a deeper understanding of Soil Association developments and 

debates than would otherwise have been possible. Similarly, I am grateful to Mary Langman's 

family for allowing me to read her unpublished manuscript of Eve Balfour's life (completed 

by Charles Dowding after Mary's death). My heartfelt thanks also to Marion and Hugh 

Wilson for allowing me to photocopy a portion of Enid Wilson's wonderful, private memoir. 

I am also hugely grateful to the Soil Association – and its invariably friendly and helpful staff 

- for allowing me access to its archive. My thanks also to Carol Twinch for her hospitality, 

generosity with archival material, and assistance during my initial visit to Suffolk. I also 

thank Caroline Younger for her recollections and for allowing me to look at, and make use of, 

images from Betty Balfour's photo album.

I am grateful to several individuals for pointing me in the direction of, and/or providing me 

with, important secondary sources, including: Philip Conford, Ben de la Mare, Horace 

Herring, Richard Moore-Colyer and Geraldine Burt. I also thank Philip Conford for his moral 

support and his thoughtful feedback and suggestions.

My thanks to Dr Sîan Nicholas, my supervisor, who has offered much calm, wise comment 

and practical assistance. I thank Aberystwyth University for awarding me a studentship – 

without it I would not have undertaken a doctorate and would have limited my efforts to an 

MPhil. Many members of the Department of History and Welsh History have been helpful 

and I wish to thank, in particular, Philip Schofield, Michael Roberts and Jessica Gibbs. I am 

also grateful for the camaraderie and support offered by members of the British Agricultural 

History Society and the European Environmental History Society.

The encouragement of many friends has been crucial. In particular, I would like to thank Julia 

Parry, Emily Wilkinson and Mel Allwood. Finally, I dedicate this thesis to the memory of my 

mother, Jacquelyn Luster Gill, and to my father, Richard Gill.



5

Introduction: Lady Eve Balfour and the British organic food and farming movement

The final years of the twentieth century and the first decade of the twenty-first have 

witnessed growing unease about the consequences of ‘modern’, industrial agriculture. 

Concern about the impacts of intensive, chemical-based and factory-like approaches to 

farming has spiralled in the face of growing evidence of negative impacts on human health, 

ecological functioning and, most recently, food security. In Europe, these concerns started to 

influence policy makers from the 1980s onward, when efforts began to be made to alter the 

regulatory framework in ways that might encourage more sustainable methods of farming.1

One of the, if not the, most significant reactions to this loss of faith in ‘modern’ farming was 

a sharp and sustained rise in organic food sales in the UK, many other European nations, 

North America and Japan during the last years of the last century and until the global 

economic crisis toward the end of 2008.2 Increasing consumer appetite in much of the 

affluent, developed world for the products of organic agriculture was predicated on their 

image as a safe, honest and environmentally-sustainable alternative to conventionally-grown 

food. Although organic food only accounted for about 1% of UK retail food sales in 2009 and 

just over 4% of UK farmland is managed organically,3 such figures nevertheless represent an 

explosion in the marketing, public profile, consumption and, to a lesser extent, the production 

of organic food in the UK. Organic food sales in the UK grew eleven-fold between 1995 and 

2008, increasing in value from £140 million to £2.1 billion.4

Until the double-digit growth in organic food sales of the late 1990s, the UK organic food 

and farming movement was of almost no political or economic consequence. Little was 

known about its current state and very little had been written about its history. However, as 

1 Susanne Padel and Nicholas Lampkin, 'The Development of Governmental Support for Organic Farming in 
Europe', in Organic Farming: An International History, ed by William Lockeretz (Cabi, 2007), pp. 93-122.
2 Sales of organic food declined in the UK in 2009 for the first time since the Soil Association began measuring 
the size of the market in the early 1990s. In 2009, sales totalled £1.8 billion, representing a 12.9% reduction on 
2008's £2.1 billion. 2010 Organic Market Report (Soil Association, 2010), p.10.
3 In January 2009, 4.3% of UK farmland – or 743,516 hectares - was under organic production. (2010 Organic  
Market Report, p.19). The primary reason for the small area of UK agricultural land devoted to organic farming 
is the failure of large-scale arable farmers to convert to organic production, particularly those in the eastern 
counties of England (Suffolk, Norfolk, Cambridgeshire, Lincolnshire). More than half of the organic food 
consumed in the UK today is imported. The work of Padel and Lampkin implies that the UK government's 
policy of minimum compliance with EU requirements to support the organic sector is a key factor (Padel and 
Lampkin, pp. 93-122). Many EU member states have larger proportions of their farm land under organic 
proportion than does the UK, including Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Greece, Italy, Latvia, 
Austria, Portugal, Sweden, Slovakia and Slovenia (based on 2007 data). Elisabeth Rohner-Thielen, 'Area Under 
Organic Farming Increased by 7.4% between 2007 and 2008 in the EU-27' (Eurostat, 2010).
4 2010 Organic Market Report, p.10. Scale of growth (ie. eleven fold) adjusted for UK inflation during this 
period.
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the movement’s profile has grown, interest in its origins and history has increased and the 

number of historical accounts of the British organic food and farming movement, though few, 

is growing. The intellectual origins of the movement have been the subject of academic 

discussion, but there has been far less examination of the ways in which the founding 

concepts of the organic movement were, or were not, put into practice. In particular, there has 

been a focus by historians on the far-right beliefs of some of the movement’s early thinkers 

and supporters. While it is important, even essential, to explore the existence and influence of 

far-right beliefs within the nascent British organic movement, it is also crucial that this aspect 

of organic history is integrated into a deeper and broader historical account.

Lady Eve Balfour: a significant, but neglected figure

If a more complete and well-rounded picture of the history of the British organic movement 

is to emerge, the career of Lady Eve Balfour (1898-1990) must be examined. Lady Eve 

Balfour is widely acknowledged to have been a central figure in its early history, both by 

those active in the organic movement today and, to a lesser extent, by historians who have 

considered the movement. She is held up by the Soil Association as its founder and is 

celebrated as having been a prescient voice during the organic movement's 'wilderness' years 

after the Second World War, warning against the dangers of industrial agriculture and food 

processing when it was not fashionable to do so. Photos of a young Eve Balfour driving a 

tractor have been regularly employed by the Soil Association as part of its approach to 

marketing itself as a progressive organisation with a lengthy, establishment pedigree.

Eve Balfour devoted the second half of her life - from about 1938 onward - to promoting 

organic food and farming. She wrote a war-time bestseller extolling the superiority of organic 

food and farming and she was a principal force in the creation of the Soil Association in 

1946, which she led for more than two decades. She remained a figurehead of the organic 

movement until her death in 1990, and her reputation lives on thanks to the Soil Association's 

use of her in its marketing. As one of the best known and most tireless organic campaigners 

of the post-war period, Eve Balfour’s career and achievements need to be understood more 

fully. Although one biography of Eve Balfour has been published and one other substantial 

but unpublished account of her life has been written,5 no academic research has focused 

specifically on Eve Balfour and her role within the early organic movement. This absence is a 

contributory factor to the currently incomplete understanding of the history of the British 
5 Michael Brander, Eve Balfour: The founder of the Soil Association & Voice of the Organic Movement (The 
Gleneil Press,2003); Mary Langman and Charles Dowding, “The Life of Eve Balfour” (Unpublished manuscript, 
2005).
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organic movement; it also means that the breadth and complexity of Eve Balfour's career is at 

risk of being forgotten. It is the purpose of this thesis to provide an account of Lady Eve 

Balfour’s career and, in so doing, to draw conclusions about the nature of her contribution to 

the early British organic food and farming movement. 

In addition to Eve Balfour's central position within the early organic movement and, thus, her 

potential interest to agricultural and environmental historians, Eve Balfour also merits 

attention due to her family connections and her involvement in the emergence of New Age 

religion in Britain. Eve Balfour was the niece of both British prime minister Arthur James 

Balfour and the well-known suffragette Constance Lytton, and a descendent of the Victorian 

novelist and occultist Edward Bulwer Lytton. Although the political power and cultural 

influence of the Balfours had waned by the time Eve reached maturity, nonetheless, her life 

and career offers new information about the family and, in particular, the role some of its 

members, not least Eve herself, played in developing 'alternative' religious practice in Britain. 

As this thesis makes clear, historians interested in the emergence of New Age religion in 

Britain after the Second World War may find Eve Balfour and the early Soil Association 

useful additions to existing historical accounts.

Eve Balfour was also, whether she felt comfortable acknowledging it or not, a female 

trailblazer. She repeatedly sought out positions of power in areas traditionally associated with 

male leadership. She was a charismatic leader, albeit of a minority cause, and represented the 

organic movement internationally, with visits to the United States, Australia and New 

Zealand and various parts of Europe. Eve Balfour’s life and career merits consideration by 

historians of women’s history, especially those seeking to understand how some twentieth 

century British women successfully challenged social convention in order to assume 

positions of power.

Literature review

Agricultural & rural history

Historians of British agricultural and rural history have had little to say, thus far, about the 

organic movement, although when mention has been made the Soil Association and Eve 

Balfour have usually been cited. Several important texts examining the fortunes of farming in 

twentieth century Britain, including those by Edith Whetham and Richard Perren, have not 

dealt with agriculture’s environmental and/or human health impacts or with contemporary 
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reaction to such impacts.6 This is, in part, a consequence of lack of sufficient communication 

between the scientific research community and agricultural historians, which has meant that 

information about the profound ecological degradation wrought by changes in British 

farming since the Second World War has not 'reached' agricultural historians. Evidence about 

the scale and nature of environmental degradation stemming from farmers' post-war embrace 

of industrial techniques has often remained within the scientific community. At times, the 

nature conservation movement has successfully communicated basic information about 

agriculture's negative ecological impacts to the public, but these messages have not been 

presented in a way that is conducive to their incorporation into historical analyses. 

However, interest appears to be growing among agricultural and rural historians in the 

changes that occurred in British agriculture during the the second half of the twentieth 

century, including farming’s escalating impacts on the environment and the role played by 

the organic movement in protesting against these. Recent historical surveys of British 

farming and rural life, including those by Alun Howkins and John Martin, have recognised 

the environmental impacts of industrial agriculture as a topic of importance and both discuss 

the British organic food and farming movement, with Howkins in particular identifying the 

early Soil Association as a significant voice of resistance to industrial agriculture.7 In 

addition, a recently-published revisionist account of British agriculture during the Second 

World War includes a chapter focusing on the organic movement during the period.8 Despite 

this growing interest in the history and significance of agriculture's environmental impacts 

and the history of the British organic food and farming movement, the agricultural and/or 

rural history community has yet come to general conclusions about the movement or to make 

substantial progress toward integrating the history of the organic movement into the wider 

history of twentieth century British agriculture and rural life, with Howkins' Death of Rural  

England an exception. However, agricultural/ rural historians have shown interest in the topic 

and have made use of the work published by the few researchers who have focused on the 

movement.

6 Edith Whetham, The Agrarian History of England & Wales VIII 1914-1939 (Cambridge University Press, 1978); 
Richard Perren, Agriculture in Depression, 1870-1940, (Cambridge University Press, 1995).
7 Alun Howkins, 'Chapter 10: Defending the Natural Order? Environment and Conservation, 1945-1990' in The 
Death of Rural England: A social history of the countryside since 1900 (Routledge, 2003), pp. 187-206; John 
Martin, 'Chapter 5: The Scientific and Technological Revolution' & 'Chapter 7: Agricultural Development and 
Britain’s Natural Heritage' & 'Chapter 8: Modern Agriculture' in The Development of Modern Agriculture:  
British Farming Since 1931 (Macmillan, 2000), pp. 94-132, 167-195, 196-202.
8 The Front Line of Freedom: British farming in the Second World War, eds Brian Short, Charles Watkins and 
John Martin. (British Agricultural History Society, 2007). The volume includes a chapter by Philip Conford 
devoted to the war-time activities of the organic food and farming movement.
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Environmental histories

As with British farming during the second half of the twentieth century, academics in the 

fields of history, political science and sociology have only recently begun to draw 

conclusions about the post-war environmental movement. Of the accounts published thus far, 

some mention the Soil Association and a few examine, usually briefly, the organisation’s 

origins and early activities, generally referring to Eve Balfour as founder. Of these accounts, 

those by two historians, Anna Bramwell and Meredith Veldman, explore the organic 

movement in greatest detail and are of particular note.9

To the extent that a historiography of twentieth century British environmentalism has been 

proposed by historians and social scientists, one point upon which many agree is that 

organised environmental campaigning underwent a transformation beginning in the 1970s. 

Prior to the late 1960s/ early 1970s environmental groups in Britain generally sought to 

protect specific open spaces, species, or aspects of local environmental quality in the face of 

technological, economic, demographic and/or social change. Such groups usually focused on 

what campaigners hoped were politically-achievable goals. They did not, in most cases, 

incorporate into their campaigns critiques of the fundamental structures of modern, capitalist 

Britain and they did not seek to challenge 'basic' beliefs, such as belief in the inherent validity 

of economic growth and/or science-led transformation.10 From the late 1960s onward, 

however, environmental organisations developed an increasingly holistic and ecological view 

of persistent trends in environmental degradation. This prompted campaigners to challenge 

the basic precepts of industrial, capitalist Britain, arguing that pollution and other 

environmental ills would only be eliminated if society and government adopted new values 

towards nature and new goals based on the inter-relatedness of all species and the need for 

humanity to develop a more benign and balanced ecological role.11 Considering the early Soil 

9 Anna Bramwell, Ecology in the Twentieth Century: A history (Yale University Press, 1989); Meredith Veldman, 
Fantasy, the Bomb & the Greening of Britain: Romantic protest, 1945-1980 (Cambridge University Press, 1994).
10 Russell J Dalton, 'Chapter 2: The Evolution of Environmentalism' in The Green Rainbow: Environmental  
Groups in Western Europe (Yale University Press, 1994), pp. 25-50; Stephen Mosley, 'Epilogue: Too Little, Too 
Late?' in The Chimney of the World: A history of smoke pollution in Victorian and Edwardian Manchester  
(Routledge, 2008), pp. 181-189; Martin Phillips and Tim Mighall, 'Chapter 6: Alternative Relations Between 
Society and Nature' in Society and Exploitation Through Nature (Prentice Hall, 2000), pp. 320-368. Anna 
Bramwell's intellectual history of the emergence of “ecologism” implicitly supports the argument that a shift 
began to be visible during the 1970s, away from environmental campaigns focused on narrow, pragmatic 
forms of protest and toward more radical attacks on the environmental consequences of growth-based 
capitalism. Bramwell, 'Introduction' in Ecology, pp. 3- 21.
11 Bramwell, 'Chapter 11:  Greens, Reds and Pagans', Ecology, pp.211-236; Dalton, The Green Rainbow, pp. 35-
41, 45-50 ; John S Dryzek, 'Chapter 9: Changing People: Green Consciousness', The Politics of the Earth:  
Environmental Discourses, Oxford University Press, 2005, pp. 183-202. Horace Herring, 'The Conservation 
Society: Harbinger of the 1970s Environment Movement in the UK' Environment and History, 7:4 (November 
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Association in light of historians’ and social scientists’ assertion that a significant change 

occurred in the nature of British environmentalism during the second half of the twentieth 

century, with a holistic, ecological approach increasingly gaining ground, the rhetoric of the 

early Soil Association appears to foreshadow the ecological focus of environmental groups 

that would make their mark from the 1970s onward, such as Friends of the Earth and 

Greenpeace. However, the day-to-day activities and campaigning style of the early Soil 

Association seem more akin to the polite, middle-class conservationist and amenity groups 

established in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, such as the National Trust and 

the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.

Like most historians interested in the British environmental movement, Bramwell 

characterises the first fifteen to twenty years after the end of the Second World War as a 

period of stagnation or, at best, a time of quiet campaigning, when many environmental 

organisations were moribund or much weaker than they had been before the war. The 

founding of the Soil Association in 1946 was an anomaly and a sign of ecological radicalism 

to come, according to Bramwell.12 Similarly, Veldman views the early Soil Association as a 

rare source of hope during a period when many environmental campaigners, who had been 

active before the war, withdrew from battle. For Veldman, the early Soil Association should 

be viewed as part of a sustained tradition of English romantic protest that can be traced back 

to the late eighteenth century. This ‘romantic’ strand of British environmentalism is sceptical 

about the power of conventional science and technology to explain the ‘mysteries’ of life or 

to develop ecologically-sound solutions.13

Meanwhile, David Matless has considered the British “organicist” movement from the 

perspective of cultural geography. In Landscape and Englishness, he contrasts the organicism 

of the interwar and war years with a 'preservationist' movement that was gaining ground 

within British society during the same period, and which looked to central planning and 

regulation for solutions to environmental problems. Matless focuses on figures within the 

organic movement active until the late 1940s, emphasising their “anti-urban ruralism”, 

interest in dissident science, worship of the soil and its contribution to nutrition, insistence 

2001), pp. 381-401; Phillips and Mighall, Society and Exploitation, pp. 320-368.
12 Bramwell, Ecology, pp. 216-218.
13 Veldman, 'Introduction', 'The Dictates of Nature: The Soil Association' & 'Conclusion' in Fantasy, pp. 1-36, 
258-263, 303-310.
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that natural processes impose limits on human activity, and marked tendency to use theories 

about proper farming technique as the basis for visions of neo-feudal “organic societies”.14

Histories of the organic movement

The specific history of the British organic food and farming movement has attracted some 

academic attention. Taken together, the resulting works do not offer a comprehensive and/or 

consistent picture of the organic movement, but they do provide much useful information and 

identify key questions. The earliest substantial contribution to this still-emerging history of 

the British organic movement is Virginia Payne's 1971 MSc thesis, “A History of the Soil 

Association”.15 Focusing on the Soil Association's first two and half decades, from its 

establishment in 1946, Payne views its early development as typical of a "minority group" 

struggling to make its voice heard in the face of indifference and/or resistance from a 

dominant culture.16 While Payne acknowledges that the marginal status of the arguments 

presented by the early Soil Association inevitably limited its chances of success during the 

1950s and 1960s, nevertheless, she focuses on the organisation's shortcomings, particularly 

those relating to alleged poor financial management and lack of clear goal-setting. This has 

the effect of implying that the early Soil Association was its own worst enemy. Payne refers 

repeatedly to “the wide variety of interests and opinions” within the Soil Association and the 

difficulty this poses in drawing conclusions about “what the Soil Association stands for and is 

trying to do”.17 Linked to confusion about the purpose of the organisation, is brief 

acknowledgment by Payne that at the time of her research the reputation of the Soil 

Association was perceived by some to have been undermined by certain members' 

unconventional religious belief. This is clearly a puzzling issue for Payne, but a minor one.

The next significant academic account to consider the history of the British organic 

movement was Tracy Clunies-Ross' 1990 doctoral thesis, “Agricultural Change and the 

Politics of Organic Farming", published almost twenty years after Payne's work.18 The 

14 David Matless, 'Chapter 3: English Ecologies' & 'Chapter 4: The English Organic Body' in Landscape and  
Englishness (Reaktion Books, 1998), pp. 103-170.
15Virginia Payne, 'A History of the Soil Association' (unpublished MSc thesis, Manchester University, 1971).
16Payne, 'History', pp. 86, 99.
17 Payne, 'History', p. V, see also pp. 57-59, 92.
18 Tracey Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change and the Politics of Organic Farming' (unpublished PhD thesis, 
University of Bath, 1990). Between Payne's 1971 MSc thesis and Clunies-Ross' 1990 PhD thesis there were a 
handful of academic journal articles that considered the history of the British organic movement, the most 
significant of which was: Margaret C Merrill, 'Eco-Agriculture: A Review of its History and Philosophy' in 
Biological Agriculture and Horticulture, (A B Academic Publishers, 1983), 181-210. Philip Conford began 
publishing work on the history of the organic movement in the late 1980s, however, his most substantial works 
came later and are discussed below.
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conclusions reached by Clunies-Ross are at odds with Payne's. Writing at a time when the 

fortunes of the organic movement were on the rise and when government ministers, official 

agencies and universities had begun to listen to ideas presented by the movement, Clunies-

Ross' primary concern is how to account for this turnaround.19 Central to Clunies-Ross' 

account of how and why the British organic movement came in from the cold during the 

1980s is her contention that the early history of the movement, in particular the failure of the 

Soil Association to influence post-war agricultural policy and practice, was not a result of 

unsound argument. Rather, the movement's early failure was almost entirely due to political, 

economic and social factors beyond its control. A group of these factors combined in the 

post-war period to keep organic ideas off the agenda and until change in British society's 

perception of conventional agriculture began to take hold in the 1980s the organic movement 

was, essentially, doomed to obscurity. According to Clunies-Ross, factors standing in the way 

of the early organic movement included the rise and perceived success of chemical-based, 

intensive farming, the political power held by both the conventional farming establishment 

and the chemical industry, the "closed" nature of the agricultural policy making community 

and its institutional bias against organic arguments, and a lack of societal and political 

interest in food quality and nutrition.20 By the 1970s, British organic supporters had 

responded to the rejection they experienced by retreating into their own “parallel world”. 

What had been a confident and hopeful movement at the end of the war degenerated into an 

insular community viewed by outsiders as comprising “backward looking people who knew 

nothing about science and progress; people who preferred muck and magic to the precise 

application of science to agriculture”.21 Notably, the picture Clunies-Ross paints of Eve 

Balfour is of someone wholly in agreement with, and trained in, conventional scientific 

research. Although she refers in passing to the “less acceptable spiritual side” of the pre-

1980s organic movement, which had to be “relegated to the background” in order for the 

movement to achieve greater public acceptance, there is no reason to suspect from Clunies-

Ross' account that Eve Balfour herself held unusual religious beliefs or, indeed, was religious 

at all.22

19 Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', p.1. Clunies-Ross' work also differs from Payne's in terms of scope. A 
range of organic organisations – both campaigning and commercial bodies – are dealt with by Clunies-Ross and 
the way in which different elements within the movement interacted with each other is discussed.
20 Clunies-Ross attributes the tendency of organic supporters during the 1980s to blame the early Soil 
Association for its own failures as evidence of the strength with which organic ideas were rejected during the 
two decades after the war. 'Agricultural Change', pp. 33, 41-43, 62-64, 91, 98-99, 109, 113-114, 117-118, 166-
167.
21 Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', p.169.
22 Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', pp. 87, 88, 156.
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The work of Philip Conford represents a sustained effort to build a full picture of the history 

of the British organic movement. Most of his published work to date has focused on the first 

half of the twentieth century; however, a book about the movement during the second half of 

the century will soon be published.23 Conford emphasises that the fundamental arguments in 

favour of organic food and farming did not, as many people assume, arise out of the hippie 

and counter culture movements of the 1960s. Instead, they date back to the first half of the 

twentieth century, particularly the interwar period.24 He argues that the concepts underpinning 

the British organic food and farming movement matured into a "coherent philosophy" during 

the 1920s and that these ideas were then "pulled together" by organic pioneers, including Eve 

Balfour, during the period 1938-1947.25 Conford also stresses the intellectual and spiritual/ 

religious continuity between early organic thinkers and the late twentieth century British 

organic community; in particular, he characterises many of the organic movement's most 

important figures as possessing, and actively drawing on, a Christian faith.26 Summarising the 

ideas expressed by early organic thinkers, Conford underlines the breadth of issues about 

which they were concerned. Although the question of how to farm in a way that preserves 

soil quality was a central element of the discussions, organic thinkers of the interwar period 

viewed agriculture in highly political terms, setting it within the context of international 

finance, national economic policy and social trends, argues Conford. This led them to link 

their views about farming to a wide range of socio-political causes, from calls for restrictions 

to be placed on international finance in order to protect British farmers from the excesses of 

free trade to visions of a health care system predicated not on medical cure but on prevention 

through good nutrition.27

23Philip Conford's most substantial works are: 'The Natural Order: Organic Husbandry, Society and Religion in 
Britain, 1924-1953', (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Reading, 2000); and The Origins of the Organic  
Movement (Floris Books, 2001). In addition, he has published many journal articles about the history of the 
organic movement and has edited several collections of the writings of key organic thinkers. His work is 
referred to throughout this thesis.
24 Conford, Origins, p.15.
25 Conford, Origins, p.20
26 Conford, 'Natural Order', pp. 4, 23, 427; Conford, 'Chapter 11: The Christian Context of Organic Husbandry' in 
Origins. pp. 190-209, 217.
27Conford emphasises the global vision characteristic of early organic supporters: "The term [organic 
husbandry movement] is used here to refer to those people who from the 1920s to the 1950s were concerned 
about the following issues: rural decline and the imbalance of rural and urban in Britain; agriculture's central 
importance to national life, and the need for greater self-sufficiency in food production; the threat of soil 
exhaustion and the need to increase the soil's humus content; the possible dangers of mechanization and 
widespread use of artificial fertilizers; the social benefits of encouraging smaller, mixed, family farms in 
preference to large-scale commercialized, specialized ones; the poor quality of national nutrition; and the 
relationship between food production methods and national health. Underlying all these concerns was the 
conviction that living processes must be interpreted biologically and ecologically, and that any chemical, 
mechanistic or purely economic approach to agriculture was at best inadequate and at worst destructive." 
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Most recently, Matthew Reed has published work that uses historical accounts of the organic 

movement as tools for understanding the nature of contemporary organic campaigning. Reed 

characterises the organic community as a global social and cultural movement, whose origins 

date to the interwar years and whose development has included four identifiable periods or 

'waves'. According to Reed, during the 1920s and 1930s, the organic movement was a loose 

network operating in Britain, the British Empire and in Germany, gradually developing into a 

“critical community” of organic supporters. From the mid-1940s through the late 1960s, the 

organic movement underwent a period of simultaneous maturation and marginalisation, with 

a series of important organisations being established, not least the Soil Association. While 

this period included profound rejection of organic ideas by mainstream agricultural and 

scientific communities, much internal progress was achieved. During the 1970s, an important 

shift occurred, with the primary arguments of organic campaigners moving away from issues 

of soil fertility and toward the benefits of chemical-free farming. This allowed the movement 

to expand substantially through the promotion of organic consumerism. A new 'wave' is 

currently forming within the global organic movement, focused on the issue of food security, 

argues Reed.28

Beyond the work of Clunies-Ross, Conford, Reed and Payne, a small number of other 

academics have touched on the history of the early organic movement by focusing on 

individuals and groups more usually associated with Britain's interwar and wartime far-right 

community. Notably, Richard Moore-Colyer has done much to improve understanding of the 

way in which the British far right during this period had a strong interest in rural and 

agricultural policy, often supporting and, indeed, developing ideas that have since come to be 

viewed as key organic concepts.29 While such work has exposed the links between the early 

organic movement and some elements within the British far right, and has improved 

understanding of the extent and interests of the British far right, it has also, perhaps, 

inadvertently encouraged a distorted and somewhat sensationalist view of the organic 

Conford, 'Natural Order', pp.4-5.
28 Matthew Reed, Rebels for the Soil: The Rise of the Global Organic Food and Farming Movement (Earthscan, 
2010), pp. 2-4, 12-13, 33, 51, 65.
29 Moore-Colyer has published articles on several far-right figures active in the organic movement both before 
and after the Second World War, including Gerard Wallop, Henry Williamson, Rolf Gardiner and Jorian Jenks. 
He has also written about more 'broad-minded' figures, such as H J Massingham. Conford has also explored the 
far-right connections of early organic thinkers, however, this is not a central concern of his research, rather it is 
indicative of Conford's effort to be as comprehensive as possible in his presentation of the origins of the 
organic movement. Reed has also emphasised the involvement of the far right in the early history of the British 
organic movement. Matthew Reed, 'Fight the Future! How the Contemporary Campaigns of the UK Organic 
Movement Have Arisen from their Composting of the Past', Sociologia Ruralis, 41:1, (Blackwell, 2001), 132-145.
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movement. It is true that figures with far-right beliefs and/or fascist sympathies were 

involved in the early organic movement and, indeed, lay at the heart of the nascent movement 

during the late 1930s, but it may also be possible to argue that a significant minority within 

the wider mainstream British agricultural community also flirted with the far right during this 

period. The extent to which the early organic movement was more politically extreme than 

the 'conventional' British farming community has not yet been given adequate consideration.
30

Non-academic accounts

Several non-academic accounts of the history of the Soil Association and/or the life and 

career of Eve Balfour also inform this thesis. With the exception of Michael Brander's 

biography of Eve Balfour, these are unpublished or self-published memoirs with very limited 

distributions. In several cases, I appear to be the first academic researcher to know of and/or 

make use of these accounts and I have been given access to these accounts by the authors 

themselves and/or their descendants.

Michael Brander's biography is the most substantial of these non-academic accounts. As 

husband to Eve Balfour's niece, Evelyn, he knew Eve personally from the 1940s until her 

death in 1990. He and his wife hold many of Eve Balfour's papers and Brander has 

considerable knowledge about Balfour family history and Eve's early life. As a  result, his 

privately-published biography, Eve Balfour: the founder of the Soil Association & voice of  

the organic movement, offers a rich, albeit uneven, account. It is particularly strong on Eve 

Balfour's childhood, education and the international travel she undertook both before and 

during her organic campaigning. Brander's account of Eve's leadership of the Soil 

Association is less complete; nevertheless, it includes some valuable information and useful 

commentary.31

30There is anecdotal evidence that in some parts of England the agricultural community embraced fascist 
arguments (particularly those of the British Union of Fascists) to a greater extent than historians may have, 
thus far, acknowledged. As Robin Carmody points out in an idiosyncratic synthesis of the connections between 
music and politics in 1960s-1970s Britain, it was not only the early Soil Association that employed an avowed 
fascist (in the form of Jorian Jenks) after the Second World War. Carmody points out that the National 
Farmers' Union employed Bob Saunders as a spokesman during the post-war period, a man whom Carmody 
describes as having earned the nickname, “Blackshirt Farmer”. Robin Carmody, “The Hangman's Ancient 
Sunlight: the strange story of the romantic left and the agrarian right”,<http://www.transdiffusion.org/emc/

thirdprogramme/hangman.php>,2003. paras 1-3.
31 Brander's arguments and the evidence he presents are discussed at greater length in chapters one and two. 
Prior to publication of Eve Balfour, Brander was known for his sporting and countryside-related writings.
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Of the unpublished, personal accounts relating to the British organic movement after the 

Second World War that I have been able to identify, the most significant are Mary Langman's 

writings. Langman (1908–2004) worked for the Pioneer Health Centre, often referred to as 

"The Peckham Experiment", before the Second World War and with her parents attended the 

Soil Association's "founders meeting" in 1945. She became more closely involved in Soil 

Association affairs from the 1970s onward and devoted her final years to what she hoped 

would become a comprehensive biography of Lady Eve Balfour.32 Letters and notes relating 

to Langman's unrealised project to publish a definitive biography of Eve Balfour provide 

insight into her preliminary conclusions. In addition, a manuscript based on Langman's 

efforts was produced by Charles Dowding after Langman's death.33 Langman describes Eve 

Balfour as an "inspiring",34 even "iconic" leader,35 and judges the The Living Soil to be a 

"seminal" work.36 She argues that Eve Balfour was "an agent of change" and that Eve 

consciously viewed herself in this light.37 The early Soil Association was, according to 

Langman, ambitious and optimistic, with Eve Balfour often expressing great hope of 

imminent success.38 Unlike Clunies-Ross and Payne, Langman does not identify explicitly 

and/or rank the primary factors behind the failure of the Soil Association to influence policy 

and/or agricultural practice during the first decades after the Second World War. She seems 

to echo both Clunies-Ross and Conford in viewing the post-war organic movement as a 

victim of the increasing dominance of chemical-based, industrial farming, but she does not 

explore this in any detail.39 Langman is more interested in tracking internal divisions and 

disputes within the Soil Association and in assessing the quality of Eve Balfour's leadership. 

She views Eve Balfour's role as having been that of a "connecting link" between the organic 

ideas developed during the interwar period and the more positive climate of the 1980s, when 

"a new organic movement" could be born.40

Another personal account offering important insight into Eve Balfour's career and the history 

of the early Soil Association is a memoir written in 1976 by Mrs Enid Wilson, widow of C 
32 Conford, 'Organic Origins: Tribute to Mary' in Living Earth, (Soil Association), Spring 2004, p.22
33This was produced in 2005 but, thus far, has not been published. The manuscript follows Langman's plan for 
a biography of Lady Eve Balfour and many sections appear to have been primarily written by her. I refer to 
authorship of this manuscript as Mary Langman/ Charles Dowding, 'Life of Lady Eve Balfour' (unpublished 
manuscript, 2005).
34 Mary Langman, 'Life of Eve Balfour – Notes' (unpublished, dated 4 May 1993), p. 2.
35 Langman/ Dowding, 'Life', chapter 12, p.1, chapter 10, p.2.
36 Langman, 'Life of Eve Balfour – Notes', pp. 1-2; Langman/Dowding, 'Chapter 7: Inside The Living Soil' in 'Life '.
37 Langman, 'Life of Eve Balfour – Notes',p. 2.
38 Langman/Dowding, 'Life', chapter 8, p.2.
39 Langman/Dowding, 'Life', chapter 7, p.2; chapter 16, p.6.
40 Langman/Dowding, 'Life', chapter 16, p. 7.
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Donald Wilson.41 Enid and Donald Wilson were intimately involved in Soil Association 

affairs from its conception in 1945 until the mid-1960s, and Donald Wilson remained active 

on the fringes of the organisation into the early 1970s. Enid Wilson's memoir offers important 

new information about the significance of unconventional religious belief within the early 

Soil Association and confirms the role played by Drs Scott-Williamson and Innes Pearse, of 

the Peckham Experiment, in the formation of the Soil Association.42 According to Wilson's 

account, Scott-Williamson and Pearse viewed the new organisation as a complement to their 

existing work, indicating that the Soil Association was conceived from the outset as a health-

focused organisation, created by people interested in holistic approaches to maintaining and 

enhancing 'vitality'. Wilson recalls her husband's introduction to the as-yet-unestablished Soil 

Association:

"Donald always said that, for him, the Soil Association started in a conversation with 

Dod.43 Dod had talked of founding a new Society which might be called, 'The 

Wholemeal Bread Society' or 'The Soil Association', which would, with the Pioneer 

Health Centre, form the other half of the Arch of Health. One day in (?) 1945, he asked 

Donald, 'Have you read Eve Balfour's "Living Soil", and have you met her?' Answer, 

'No'. 'Well, I will introduce you and then you can begin'."44

In 2002, Fred Stilwell, a friend of Eve Balfour's in her later years, self-published a 42-page 

booklet entitled 'Lady Eve, Haughley & The Soil Association: Some personal recollections'. 

Stilwell has distributed this booklet following talks given to community groups. 45 

Interestingly, Stilwell's account of Eve Balfour's life and her involvement with the Soil 

Association is based on a document he wrote originally at Eve's own request, after she had 

been approached by Anglia Television about participating in a documentary about her life. 

Eve Balfour made many corrections to Stilwell's notes for the documentary and asked him to 

41 Mrs Enid Wilson appears to have written the memoir as a gift to her children. I am grateful to Hugh and 
Marian Wilson for allowing me to read those sections that refer to the Soil Association. I refer to the document 
as: Enid Wilson, 'Memoir of Mrs Enid Wilson' (unpublished, 1976).
42 Donald Wilson's involvement in the early Soil Association is discussed in chapter three, while evidence from 
Enid Wilson's memoir relating to unconventional religious belief is discussed in chapter four.
43 Dod was Dr Scott-Williamson's nickname.
44 Wilson, 'Memoir', p.88.
45  Fred Stilwell, 'Lady Eve, Haughley & The Soil Association: Some personal recollections' (self-published. 2002), 
Fred and his wife Edna became involved in the Soil Association during the 1970s, when Edna worked part time 
as the organisation's librarian. In the early 1980s, Fred took on the role of secretary, but quickly resigned when 
he became aware of the extent of the Soil Association's financial difficulties and the aggressive nature of 
ongoing internal disputes. The couple eventually bought Oxerfield cottage, part of New Bells Farm and once 
the home of Kathleen Carnley and Eve Balfour. The couple still live in Haughley Green, very close to New Bells 
farmhouse. Personal conversations with Fred and Edna Stilwell, 19 April, 26 June and 8 October 2007.
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add more detail. Although the 2002 booklet includes several factual errors, particularly in 

relation to Eve Balfour's life during the interwar period, it provides useful information about 

the Soil Association's activities from the mid-1960s through mid-1980s. Of particular note is 

the importance placed by Stilwell on the activities and campaigning of local branches of the 

Soil Association and details about the central organisation's debts at various points in its early 

history.

An important issue to acknowledge when considering both the academic and non-academic 

accounts of the history of the organic movement referred to in this thesis is the participation 

in and/or support of the authors for the movement. With the exception of Brander, Moore-

Colyer and, possibly, Payne and Reed, all of the authors can be described as having been part 

of the organic movement for some time and, thus, their writing can have a campaigning 

quality. The basic assumptions and arguments of the organic movement are accepted by the 

authors and an implied hope - the fortunes of the British organic food and farming 

community will strengthen further – can often be detected. In addition, Brander, Langman, 

Wilson and Stilwell knew Eve Balfour personally and, as a result, their writings must be 

considered as the personal accounts that they are.

Research questions

The key question I seek to answer in this thesis is: what was Eve Balfour's contribution to the 

early Soil Association and the broader British organic food and farming movement? By 

initially tracing her pre-organic campaigning career, I seek to explain how and why Eve 

Balfour came to take up and spread the organic message. Moving on to focus on Eve 

Balfour's role within the post-war organic food and farming movement in Britain, this thesis 

helps to create a more rounded historical account of the movement, one that takes the 

discussion beyond its intellectual origins during the interwar and war years and into the post-

war period when organic supporters sought to realise their goals through sustained and 

organised action. In drawing conclusions about Eve Balfour's career, this thesis also explores 

the nature of the early Soil Association, asking whether it should be viewed as an agricultural 

organisation at all. I also confront directly what was meant by critics when they dismissed the 

early Soil Association as peddling “muck and mystery”. Unpacking the meaning of the oft-

repeated “muck and mystery” tag requires examination of the role of unconventional religion 

within the early Soil Association and members' attitudes to orthodox science.
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Sources & Approach: multidisciplinary & multiplicity of sources

In this thesis, I draw from a broad range of sources in order to create a more detailed picture 

of Eve Balfour’s career. A complete picture is, of course, an impossibility, but by examining 

many hitherto-unknown and/or unexplored primary sources and by presenting these alongside 

existing academic and non-academic accounts I offer significant new insights into Eve 

Balfour’s career, the nature of the early Soil Association, and the development of the British 

organic movement during the decades after the Second World War. Eve’s personal papers, 

which include many letters written to her by members of her family, have contributed greatly 

to my understanding of her early, ‘pre-organic’ career. Many of these are held by Eve 

Balfour’s niece Evelyn and her husband Michael Brander. Other collections of personal 

letters that have provided significant, new information include papers held by the Soil 

Association, especially Mary Balfour’s Second World War ‘diary letters’, and the Lady Betty 

Balfour papers at the National Archives of Scotland. Previously-unexamined documents held 

by the BBC Written Archive Centre relating to radio broadcasts made by Eve Balfour and 

other organic campaigners have also yielded important evidence, as has assessment of 

publications issued by the early Soil Association, especially its quarterly journal Mother  

Earth, and organic-related coverage in mainstream agricultural publications of the day, such 

as Farmers' Weekly and Farmer and Stock Breeder.

In addition, interviews with people who knew Eve Balfour have added to my knowledge and 

have often been of great assistance in confirming and/or correcting my assumptions about 

Eve Balfour’s character and personal approach.

Thesis structure: chronological & thematic

The first three chapters of this thesis take a chronological approach to Eve Balfour’s career. 

In the first, I outline her childhood and family background before moving onto her 

agricultural training at Reading University College during the First World War and the two 

decades she spent farming ‘conventionally’ in Suffolk. Eve Balfour’s involvement in the anti-

tithe protest movement during the 1930s is discussed, and I ask whether this may have given 

her a taste for political protest, setting the stage for her later commitment to organic 

campaigning. I also ask whether Eve Balfour’s interest in alternative approaches to health 

care, diet and religion, evident during the inter war period, serves as another sign that she was 

predisposed to accept an alternative, even dissident, approach to agriculture. I end the chapter 

with an examination of Eve Balfour's political views, investigating whether she shared the 
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far-right “blood and soil” politics of several important figures of the inter war organic 

movement.

The second chapter focuses on the period from 1938, when Eve Balfour first encountered 

organic farming concepts, to 1946 when she was a central figure in the founding of the Soil 

Association, the first membership organisation in Britain to promote organic food and 

farming. In less than a decade Eve Balfour transformed herself from organic neophyte into 

the leading light of an emerging movement. Although she is remembered today most readily 

as the founder of the Soil Association, during the late 1940s and 1950s Eve Balfour was 

better known as the author of a best selling book about organic food and farming, The Living 

Soil, and as the driving force behind a new, farm-based experiment, known as The Haughley 

Experiment, which was designed to identify the differences between organic and 

conventional systems of agriculture.

In chapter three, I discuss the years 1947-1982, the period during which Eve Balfour either 

led or was an influential force within the Soil Association. While I do not offer a complete 

organisational history of the Soil Association or of the wider British organic movement, I 

explore the nature of the organisation, the financial and other challenges it faced, its efforts to 

attract the media's and the public's attention, and Eve Balfour’s role as its leader.

Finally, in chapter four, I step away from chronology and focus, instead, on the themes of 

religion and science. One of the most significant discoveries I have made in the course of my 

research has been the role played by religion in Eve Balfour’s life and work, specifically, the 

importance to her of beliefs now associated with ‘New Age’ religion. This raises questions 

about the impact New Age religion may have had on the early Soil Association, the 

organisation's attitude to orthodox science, and the way in which the first decades of its 

history should be interpreted.  It is in this chapter that the thesis addresses directly the 

question of “muck and mystery”, asking what the term meant and why charges of mysticism 

were repeatedly made against the Soil Association and what impact these may have had on its 

public image.
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Illustration 1: Eve Balfour at New Bells Farm, 1920s. Betty Balfour photo  
album, courtesy of Caroline Younger
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Chapter 1  The Inter War Years - parallel worlds: the nascent British organic movement 

and Eve Balfour's early farming career

This chapter begins with a brief overview of the British organic food and farming movement 

prior to the Second World War, before Eve Balfour's involvement in it. The inter war years 

represent the period of the early history of the organic movement that has been the subject of 

the most sustained enquiry by historians and, thus, I rely on the work of others in 

summarising the movement's key figures, primary concepts and most significant activities. 

The remainder of the chapter focuses on the early career of Eve Balfour, prior to her organic 

'conversion' in 1938. Her agricultural education during the First World War and her first job 

as a farm manager are discussed before the focus shifts to her twenty years as an owner-

occupier farmer in Suffolk. Money problems featured prominently in Eve Balfour's inter war 

farming career, as they did for many farmers of the period, and Balfour family 

correspondence is used to demonstrate the repeated nature of Eve's financial challenges. 

Nevertheless, Eve led an exciting life in the inter war years, with non-farming, extra-

curricular activities an important aspect of her life. In particular, during the early 1930s, Eve 

became heavily involved in anti-tithe political activism, giving her a taste for campaigning in 

the face of indifference from the farming and political establishment. Also discussed in this 

chapter is Eve's acceptance of, and interest in, 'alternative' approaches to religion and health.

Part I: The British organic movement before the Second World War

What was the nature of the organic food and farming movement in Britain before the Second 

World War? This is a crucial question to address if Eve Balfour's contribution - from the late 

1930s onwards - is to be assessed. As the work of Philip Conford, in particular, has 

demonstrated, the inter war years were a time when a group of individuals gradually came 

together over shared concerns about developments they viewed as posing a threat to their 

vision of a healthy society. Chief among their concerns were: decline in the political, 

economic and cultural importance of rural life in Britain; an emerging chemical approach to 

farming; and the rise of processed, 'de-vitalised' foodstuffs. During the 1920s and 1930s, this 

loose network of individuals built an alternative vision of the future of farming and food and 

in so doing created an intellectual framework for an organised British organic movement, 

which would emerge after the Second World War. This nascent inter war organic community 

was predominantly middle and upper class and included members of the British social and 

political elite, academics, retired scientists whose careers had been spent within the Colonial 
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Service, medical practitioners, and writers focused on rural and agricultural themes. In 

keeping with the political culture of the period, some of these organic supporters were drawn 

to arguments of the far right, thereby creating a link, as existed in Germany, between fascist 

ideology and organic concepts.

The 1920s was a decade of experimentation and exploration for many early organic thinkers 

and supporters. Conford identifies it as the moment when “the important strands” of organic 

thought first emerged.46 At broadly the same time that German religious leader Rudolf Steiner 

delivered his lectures on agriculture, which his follower Ehrenfried Pfeiffer used as the basis 

for 'biodynamic' agriculture, Albert Howard was developing a method of composting at a 

colonial agricultural research station in the Indian state of Indore. Robert McCarrison was 

also in India, investigating the link between diet and human health. Other key figures in the 

early dissemination of organic ideas within Britain, including Gerard Wallop, were exploring 

ways of strengthening rural life and developing visions of a “national economy [based] on 

agriculture, not industry”.47 These men are among the most significant in a long list who, in 

retrospect, can be seen as having contributed to a gradual coalescing of 'organic' ideas in 

Britain during the interwar years. “Uniting all these figures,” says Conford “... was a concern 

about soil fertility, health, the state of agriculture and rural decline”.48 While a few 

organisations and publications sympathetic to emerging organic ideas were founded during 

the late 1920s and early 1930s, including the Rural Reconstruction Association (1926) and 

the journals The Healthy Life and New English Weekly (1932),49 it was not until the second 

half of the 1930s that voices representing the nascent organic movement in Britain began to 

articulate their views consistently, powerfully and publicly.

The influence of Rudolf Steiner's (1861-1925) agricultural theories on the nascent British 

organic movement was considerable. The founder of an esoteric Christian religious 

movement called Anthroposophy,50 Steiner delivered a series of eight lectures on agriculture 

46Conford, Origins, p. 20. Reed agrees with Conford, describing the inter war years as the period when a 
diverse range of voices gradually  drew together into a “critical community”. Reed, 'Chapter 3: Saving the Soil' 
in Rebels, pp. 33-50.
47Conford, Origins, p. 23. Wallop is also known by his aristocratic titles Viscount Lymington and Lord 
Portsmouth. I refer to him throughout as Wallop, with the exception of bibliographic entries of his published 
works, where I cite the titles employed at the time by publishers.
48Conford, Origins., p.22.
49Conford, 'Finance versus Farming: Rural Reconstruction and Economic Reform, 1894-1955' Rural History, 13:2 
(2002), 225-241; Conford, Origins, pp. 22-25, 168-174, 246, 248-249, 251.
50For a brief summary of the origins of the Anthroposophical movement see Kevin Tingay 'The 
Anthroposophical Movement', in New Religions, A guide: New religious movements, sects and alternative  
spiritualities, ed Christopher Partridge (Oxford University Press, 2004), pp.325-327.



24

in 1924, shortly before his death. These were based on a theory of “correspondence between 

earth and the heavens”, with Steiner asserting that both terrestrial and cosmic forces affect the 

growth and health of plants and animals. Conford describes Steiner as part of a “vitalist” 

philosophical tradition with his abstruse agricultural lectures prescribing for farmers the job 

of helping “nature make full use” of the cosmic forces “emitted by heavenly bodies”. 

Compost has an important role to play in supporting soil fertility, according to Steiner, and he 

opposed the use of new, inorganic fertilisers on the grounds that their 'lifelessness' posed a 

threat to soil fertility and, ultimately, to human health.51 Bramwell draws attention to Steiner's 

vision of “self-sufficient” farming and states that for Steiner “the earth was alive: the soil like 

an eye or ear for the earth, it was an 'an actual organ'”.52 She attributes Steiner's agricultural 

lectures, and their subsequent development by Pfeiffer into a practical method of farming, as 

giving birth to the first substantial community of self-avowed organic farmers, and she 

suggests that by the beginning of the Second World War there were several thousand farmers 

in Germany committed to biodynamic farming.53 A fledgling British biodynamic movement 

had been established by the end of the 1920s, although only a handful of farms were run on 

biodynamic lines. Nevertheless, Steiner's ideas about farming influenced the agricultural 

practice and philosophy of many at the heart of the emerging organic movement in Britain, 

with the list of those drawn to them including Walter James,54 Gerard Wallop, Maye Bruce 

and Laurence Easterbrook. As Conford states: “some of the most noted figures in the organic 

movement were impressed by or actually experimented with biodynamic methods”.55

The British inter war organic movement was also shaped to a significant extent by the 

compost-based approach to agriculture promoted by Albert Howard (1873-1947). An 

agricultural scientist, Howard's twenty-five years in India (1905-1931) culminated in the 

development of a method of composting named after the state of Indore. Returning to Britain 

at the beginning of the 1930s, Howard promoted his Indore method and became an 

increasingly-forceful voice in favour of chemical-free, compost-based farming. He was 

entirely opposed to inorganic fertilisers, believing that agriculture should focus on enhancing 

the soil's natural fertility cycle, which relies on plant and animal wastes being returned to it. 

51Conford, Origins, pp. 69-70; also Reed, Rebels, pp. 34-35.
52Bramwell, Ecology, p. 200
53Bramwell, Ecology, p.197.
54Walter James is better known by his aristocratic title, Lord Northbourne. He was the author of the 1940 rural 
revivalist book, Look to the Land (Dent) and said to be the person who coined the term “organic farming”. See 
chapter four for further discussion.
55Conford, Origins, p.79. The influence of Steiner's spiritual form of farming on the post-war British organic 
movement is discussed further in chapter four.



25

Reed describes Howard's promotion of composting as indicative of the organic community's 

belief in “redemptive technology” and he argues that Howard represents the origins of a pro-

science strand within the organic movement, one which contrasts with the esotericism of 

Steiner: “Where Steiner had posited hermetic terminology and neo-magical formulations, 

Howard offered observations and field science...”.56 Howard followed his initial 1931 book, 

The Waste Products of Agriculture: Their utilisation as humus,57 with two more: An 

Agricultural Testament, in 1940, and Farming and Gardening for Health or Disease, in 

1945.58 In his final years Howard also edited a journal, Soil and Health.59 Also significant 

were his public lectures during the 1930s, including two at the Royal Society of Arts (1933 

and 1935) and one at the Farmer's Club (1937). Conford emphasises Howard's success in 

attracting attention to his cause and paints a picture of an inspiring organic campaigner whose 

scientific credibility made him an effective opponent of orthodox agricultural scientists and 

their support for the agri-chemical industry.60

A third figure whose iconoclastic research findings became a foundation stone of the nascent 

British organic movement was Robert McCarrison (1878-1960), whose argument about the 

singular importance of nutrition in determining health began with research in India into the 

cause of goitre. Spending more than thirty years in India, McCarrison became convinced that 

the Hunza people of modern-day northern Pakistan/Afghanistan possessed a highly-superior 

level of general health thanks to an optimal diet dominated by fresh vegetables and whole 

grains grown in soil maintained according to the “rule of return”. The rule of return required 

all plant, animal and human wastes to returned to the soil as fertiliser. In the 1920s, 

McCarrison sought to demonstrate the validity of his nutrition-based theory of health by 

feeding rats a range of diets, including that of typical working-class British people of the day. 

McCarrison and his supporters argued that his findings clearly showed that the typical British 

working class diet guaranteed a preponderance of chronic ill health, disease as well as 

behavioural problems such as nervousness and aggression, all of which were far less common 
56Reed,  Rebels, pp. 43-44.
57Co-written with Yeshwant Wad.
58Both latter books were published by Faber & Faber, whose editor Richard de la Mare was an organic 
supporter and whose agricultural list included the majority of books issued in Britain during the 1930s and 
1940s with an organic or ecological theme.
59Soil and Health had previously been known, under the editorship of Dr Lionel Picton, as News-Letter on  
Compost. Upon Picton's death in 1946, Howard took over the publication, however, Howard himself died a 
year later. The journal folded in 1948, with the membership organisation of which it was a part, merging with 
the Soil Association.
60Conford, 'Introduction' in Farming and Gardening for Health or Disease, by Sir Albert Howard (Soil 
Association, 2006). pp. VII-XXIII; Conford, Origins, pp. 53-59; Conford, 'Howard, Sir Albert' in Oxford Dictionary  
of National Biography (Oxford University Press, 2004).
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amongst rats fed whole, fresh foods similar to the healthier diets of those eaten by the Hunza 

and Sikh populations. In 1936, McCarrison presented his findings and arguments in “The 

Cantor Lectures” at the Royal Society of Arts. These were further popularised in a 1938 

book, The Wheel of Health, by Dr G T Wrench, as well as by Cheshire doctor and organic 

supporter Lionel Picton.61 The significance of McCarrison's work on the emerging British 

organic movement should not be underestimated, since a fundamental, if not the fundamental, 

motivation for many individuals who became involved in the early organic cause was their 

search for a method of achieving superior health.

While Steiner, Howard and McCarrison contributed the scientific arguments that formed the 

core of the intellectual foundation of the early British organic movement, others active during 

the same period developed political concepts to underpin the emerging movement. These 

were people concerned about rural and agricultural decline in Britain. As will be discussed 

later in this chapter, British farmers suffered during this period because the nation's policy of 

free trade exposed them to competition from farmers as far away as Argentina and New 

Zealand. Protracted debate about how to respond to changes taking place in the countryside 

led to the presentation of a wide range of political views and remedies. Amongst participants 

in this debate were figures from the political right who strongly lamented the loss of value 

and status of the countryside and farming and who linked visions of rural revival to an 

embrace of organic methods of agriculture. Many of these rural revivalist-organicists were 

horrified by the loss in the financial value of agricultural land and goods, and by the flight of 

so many to cities. They called for renouncement of agricultural free trade, a return to 

protectionist tariffs, and a national policy based on greater agricultural self-sufficiency. Some 

went further and openly demonised the rise of industrial and urban Britain, which they saw as 

increasingly shaped by the needs of an impersonal international finance sector and which 

they also viewed as the ultimate source of the very free trade policies that were so damaging 

to British agriculture. There was a tendency to characterise international finance in anti-

Semitic terms, arguing that it was run by Jewish people who lacked rural roots and, thus, had 

no commitment to preserving the English countryside and its way of life. While the extent of 

their anti-Semitism varied, all of these rural revivalist-organicists developed idealistic, highly 

idiosyncratic visions of the reorganisation of British society around well-ordered, rural 

communities whose economies would be based on chemical-free farming. Some of these 

61Conford, Origins, pp. 50-53; Conford, 'Eastern teachings' in Living Soil (Soil Association), Summer 2007, p. 27. 
For discussion regarding Dr G T Wrench see Matless, Landscape & Englishness, pp. 153-160 and Reed, Rebels,  
p.38.
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visions were clearly influenced by fascist movements on the European continent, while others 

were more inspired by personal interpretations of medieval societies. Whether fascistic or 

not, these imagined organic societies tended to be non-democratic, exhibiting what 

Christopher Lawrence and Anna-K Mayer have termed as a “defiant anti-modernism”.62 

One of the most influential of the rural revivalist-organicist voices during the interwar period 

was that of far-right aristocrat Gerard Wallop (1898-1984). During the 1920s, Wallop made 

efforts to modernise farming practices at his family's Fairleigh estate in Hampshire. At this 

point he was not aware of organic farming concepts and focused on exploring the potential 

offered by new agricultural techniques and mechanisation of the sort promoted by orthodox 

agricultural scientists and economists.63 Having served as a county councillor for much of the 

1920s, Wallop was elected Conservative member of parliament for Basingstoke in 1929. He 

increasingly combined calls for the defense of English rural and agricultural life with a range 

of anti-democratic causes and he was a member of several secret or semi-secret societies, 

including the English Mistery and, later, the English Array. While not entirely focused on 

rural issues, these societies' political visions generally included a rural revivalist element with 

an organic flavour.64 Wallop resigned from the House of Commons in 193465 and soon after, 

according to Conford, encountered the organic arguments of Howard and McCarrison. He 

also came into contact with the founders of the Pioneer Health Centre in Peckham, George 

Scott-Williamson and Innes Pearse. During the late 1930s, Wallop explored Pfeiffer's 

biodynamic methods, based on Steiner's concepts.66 Thus, Wallop encountered the full range 

62Christopher Lawrence and Anna-K Mayer, 'Regenerating England: an introduction', in Regenerating England:  
Science, Medicine and Culture in Inter-War Britain (Editions Radopi, 2000), p.1. For discussion about far-right 
rural revivalist-organicists see Conford, 'Finance versus Farming', pp. 226, 237; Conford, 'Organic society: 
agriculture and radical politics in the career of Gerard Wallop, ninth Earl of Portsmouth (1898-1984)', 
Agricultural History Review, 53:1 (2005), 78-96 (pp. 80-81); Conford, 'Chapter 9: Organics Politics and 
Economics' and 'Chapter 10: Philip Mairet and the New English Weekly' in Origins, pp.130-189.; Reed, Rebels,  
pp. 45-47; Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', p.143; Moore-Colyer, 'A Voice Clamouring in the Wilderness: H J 
Massingham (1888-1952) and Rural England', Rural History, 13:2 (2002), 199-224; Moore-Colyer, 'A Northern 
Federation? Henry Rolf Gardiner and British and European Youth', Paedagogica Historica, 39:3 (2003), 305-
324; Moore-Colyer, 'Rolf Gardiner, English Patriot and the Council for the Church and Countryside', 
Agricultural History Review, 49:2 (2001), 187-209 (pp. 187-190, 208-209); Matless, 'Chapter 3: English 
Ecologies' in Landscape & Englishness, pp. 103-135; Martin Pugh, Hurrah for the Blackshirts! Fascists and  
fascism in Britain between the wars (Pimlico, 2006), p.82.
63A description of Wallop's exploration of orthodox approaches to agricultural modernisation is provided in his 
first book, Horn, Hoof and Corn (Faber & Faber, 1932).
64Malcolm Chase, 'Wallop, Gerard Vernon, ninth earl of Portsmouth (1898-1984)', Oxford Dictionary of  
National Biography. 
65Wallop's resignation from the House of Commons in 1934 was not due to his elevation to the House of Lords. 
This came later. His resignation appears to have been linked to his frustrations with the limitations of 
parliamentary democracy.
66Conford, 'Organic society', p.86.



28

of contemporary organic ideas during the years 1935-1937 and accepted them with 

enthusiasm, added them to his existing, highly-politicised, far-right vision for the renewal of 

the British countryside. Wallop's profile as a polemicist with a strong interest in rural and 

agricultural issues rose noticeably with publication in 1938 of Famine in England. In it, 

Wallop powerfully combined an angry and, at times, unpleasant and anti-Semitic critique of 

British economic policies and their impact on farming and rural life with promotion of a 

protectionist, nostalgia-driven vision of the future that incorporated adoption of organic 

techniques to protect and enhance soil fertility. Famine in England was a highly successful 

book, attracting widespread critical praise and discussion. Its success was instrumental in the 

wider dissemination of organic ideas about farming practice and nutrition that had originated 

with Howard and McCarrison.67 Also in 1938, Wallop hosted a private conference whose 

attendees discussed whether it would be possible to expand experiments then being pursued 

by Wallop at his Fairleigh estate in Hampshire in order to prove the organic argument that 

crops grown in soil fertilised with compost are more nutritious than conventionally-grown 

crops. While the idea remained one of great interest to Wallop and other organic supporters, 

they refrained in 1938 from moving ahead with such research. The decision not to proceed 

was due to recognition that such an undertaking would require considerable financial 

backing.68

Several historians, including Conford and Malcolm Chase, have identified Wallop as a 

highly-significant figure in the nascent British organic movement. Chase refers to him as a 

“seminal influence”, while Conford describes him as “one of the most influential”.69 Wallop's 

contribution was twofold. First, he was instrumental in linking the dissident agricultural and 

nutritional theories of Howard, McCarrison and Steiner/ Pfeiffer with his own and others' 

visions for rural revival. As a leading voice within a group of rural revivalists that included 

Rolf Gardiner, Walter James, H J Massingham and George Stapledon, and whose members 

deployed organic ideas in a series of idiosyncratic visions of organic rural revival, Wallop is 

particularly important. While Gardiner, James, Massingham and Stapledon all developed – 

and in most cases published - visions of rural revival in the mid-1930s, Wallop's writings 

linked right-wing rural revival with key concepts of organic agriculture in a way that was 

67For discussion regarding the success of Famine in England, see chapter two and Conford, 'Organic Society', 
p.83.
68Earl of Portsmouth (aka Wallop), A Knot of Roots (Geoffrey Bles, 1965), p.89; Conford, 'Organic Society', 
pp.87-88.
69Malcolm Chase, 'Wallop, Gerard Vernon',  Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 
2004.; Conford, 'Organic Society', p. 79.
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notably comprehensive and well articulated. Second, Wallop was highly effective in the late 

1930s and during the war, in communicating his organic-tinged, rural revivalist vision; as a 

result, he drew new people to the organic cause.

As the 1930s came to a close and the risk of another major European war came to dominate 

British politics, three trends are evident within the nascent organic movement. First, those 

who were interested in organic food and farming identified others who held similar and/or 

complementary ideas. This led to an intense and fruitful exchange of views, particularly 

during the latter half of the decade, which had the effect of binding together the composting 

theories of Howard and Pfeiffer, the nutritional arguments of McCarrison, the focus on 

holistic health of the Pioneer Health Centre's Scott-Williamson and Pearse, and the nostalgic 

and rightist rural revival politics of Wallop and others. The second trend apparent during the 

late 1930s was enlargement of the movement, with new recruits drawn in thanks to the 

persuasive writings and public lectures of figures such as Wallop, Howard, McCarrison, 

Wrench and Picton. Among these new recruits were the ruralist writer H J Massingham and 

Eve Balfour, both of whom 'converted' to the organic cause after reading Wallop's Famine in  

England and both of whom would be instrumental in disseminating organic ideas still further. 

Thus, during the months before the outbreak of war organic arguments gained ground, 

becoming more widely acknowledged and influential.

Two further examples are pertinent in demonstrating these trends. First, was the public 

exposition in 1939 of a pro-organic Medical Testament written by a group of Cheshire 

doctors. This document, which was publicly unveiled on 22 March 1939 by a committee 

representing general practitioners practicing in Cheshire, represents one of the most 

substantial efforts to engage policymakers and the medical community with the organic cause 

prior to the establishment of the Soil Association in 1946. The Medical Testament was a call 

to action driven by organic campaigner and member of the local medical and panel 

committee of the County Palatine of Cheshire, Dr Lionel Picton. It sought to convince those 

interested in British health policy that the best way – indeed, the only effective way - of 

improving substantially the health of Britons was through promotion of a diet based on 

whole, unprocessed food produced by farms practicing compost-based methods of 

maintaining soil fertility. Approximately 600 people are reported to have attended the public 

launch of the document, at which both McCarrison and Howard spoke, outlining the key 

nutritional and agricultural concepts that lay at the heart of organic thought. The hitherto-
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unprecedented size of the event and the presence of the emerging movement's two leading 

intellectual figures is noteworthy.70

A second example of the growing power of organic arguments on the eve of the Second 

World War has attracted far less comment from historians. In 1938,  Viscount Astor and B 

Seebohm Rowntree published their leftist recipe for comprehensive reform of British 

farming, British Agriculture: The principles of future policy. Following publication of the 

first, hardback edition, a second, more affordable, paperback version of the book was 

published in 1939. In this second edition, the authors felt obliged to acknowledge organic 

arguments more fully and explicitly. These they refuted, but the simple fact that Astor and 

Rowntree felt it necessary to devote two pages to summarising and refuting organic 

arguments in the second edition of their book is significant. In it, they refer to criticism they 

had received asserting that they had been unwise to ignore organic ideas when drafting the 

first, 1938 edition: “Some have criticised us for not having dealt adequately in our earlier 

volume with what is called Bio-dynamic Farming and the Indore Process or the importance of 

humus or organic manure. We have accordingly made a point of consulting some of the most 

representative and independent authorities on the subject”.71

By the end of the 1930s, the nascent organic movement of the inter war years was 

considerably more coherent, intellectually powerful and confident than it had been just five 

years earlier. Individual organic supporters gave lectures to learned societies such as the 

Royal Society of Arts, the Farmers' Club and the Economic Reform Club, contributed 

regularly to a range of small, specialist journals, and a few had begun to publish books and 

pamphlets explaining and promoting organic concepts. Occasional public events such as the 

launch of the Medical Testament, and private conferences and symposia, such as that at 

Wallop's Fairleigh estate in 1938 and at James' Northbourne Court in 1939, gave leading and 

elite members of the organic movement the opportunity to share ideas and strengthen ties. 

Nevertheless, on the eve of war the organic movement in Britain did not have an 

organisational structure that would allow it to engage with the public or political leaders on 

an ongoing basis. The most substantial and successful organic efforts of the late 1930s were 

70The full text of the testament is included in Dr Lionel Picton's book Thoughts on Feeding, published in 1946 
and brought back into print in 2006 by the Soil Association. In his introduction to the new edition, Conford 
refers to local newspaper coverage citing 600 attendees.
71Viscount Astor and B Seebohm Rowntree, British Agriculture: The principles of future policy, (Penguin. 1939), 
pp. xiv-xvi. It is possible that no other historian interested in the history of the organic movement has, thus far, 
commented on Astor's and Rowntree's addition of a discussion about , and refutation of, organic arguments in 
the 1939 Pelican Special edition of British Agriculture. 
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driven by individual organic supporters, rather than any well-organised group, and they 

generally promoted personal, often idiosyncratic, organic visions. There was not yet an 

attempt to mount a sustained, multi-faceted public and/or political campaign. Instead, the 

movement continued to accommodate a great diversity of opinion and, as a result, the 

priorities of groups and individuals within it varied enormously. This was a movement that 

had not yet demanded of itself a narrowing or ranking of priorities in order to communicate 

simple messages to the wider world.72 Reed draws on the work of Conford and Bramwell 

when he describes the organic efforts prior to the Soil Association's creation in 1946: “The 

projects they had been previously involved with were small and were largely iconic – 

symbols to mobilize or inspire others, rather than attempts to involve a mass of people”.73 

Another weakness of the nascent organic movement at the end of the 1930s was that its 

leading members did not hold significant political power and were not part of the elite that 

would go on to shape the policies of post-war Britain. Quite a few organic supporters, such as 

James, Wallop, Gardiner and Charles Kerr74, held political office of some kind, at county 

level or at Westminster as MPs or, more often, as peers. Some, like Howard and McCarrison, 

had had successful careers in the Colonial Service. These, and others, were often socially 

well-connected, however, they were not part of the political elite that took decisions after the 

war about the future of British agricultural policy, let alone post-war policies relating to the 

health service or the regulation of international finance. With hindsight it is clear that those 

who shaped British post-war agricultural and rural policy were interested in central planning 

and the development of a comprehensive welfare state as well as being focused on the 

introduction of an industrial form of agriculture founded on mechanisation and modern 

chemistry. They believed that 'big is beautiful'. Organic supporters, meanwhile, were 

nurturing a different vision of the future.

Part II: Eve Balfour during the inter war years

Having considered the nature and activities of the nascent organic movement in Britain 

during the inter war decades, the remainder of this chapter focuses on Eve Balfour. During 

the Second World War, she would emerge as a passionate and persuasive supporter of 

organic food and farming, developing into the movement's most determined and high-profile 

72Conford's compilation of individuals, groups and publications associated with organic ideas in this period 
implicitly demonstrates this point. See appendices in both Conford 'Natural Order' and in Origins.
73Reed, 'Fight the Future!' p. 134.
74Charles Kerr (1874-1968) is better known as the first Baron Teviot.
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leader during the post-war years. However, as this chapter explores, Eve Balfour spent the 

inter war decades as a non-organic, owner-occupier farmer during a period of agricultural 

depression, who also pursued a range of, at times, rather exotic non-farming interests.

Childhood and agricultural education

Eve Balfour was born in 1898, fourth of the six children by Betty and Gerald Balfour. Betty 

was the daughter of Viceroy to India Robert Bulwer-Lytton and grand-daughter of the well-

known novelist and occultist Edward Bulwer-Lytton, whose works include Zanoni and The 

Last Days of Pompeii.75 Eve's father was brother to Arthur James Balfour, Conservative 

prime minister between 1902 and 1905, leader of the opposition between 1906 and 1911, and 

the man who gave his name to the Balfour Declaration. Eve's great uncle Robert Cecil, the 

Marquess of Salisbury, was another political giant, serving as prime minister during the late 

nineteenth century.76 Eve's father Gerald also had a political career, whose high point was 

appointment in 1895 as chief secretary for Ireland; however, his life's work was the practice 

and defence of Spiritualism. He served as president of the Society of Psychical Research and 

devoted much of his life to trying to prove that communication with spirits beyond the grave 

was possible through automatic writing undertaken by a trance medium and/or by telepathy.77 

Many of the women in Eve's family also led socially and/or politically significant lives. One 

of Eve's maternal aunts, Constance Lytton, was a militant suffragette and during Eve's 

childhood was imprisoned and force fed at Holloway for her part in suffrage protests. Several 

of Eve's other aunts and her mother Betty also supported the extension of women's political 

and educational rights. Eve's paternal aunt Eleanor Sidgwick was an early principal of 

Newnham College, the first women's college at the University of Cambridge, as well as being 

a committed Spiritualist.78

75Clayre Percy, 'Balfour [née Lytton], Elizabeth Edith [Betty]', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004.
76Ruddock Mackay and H C G Matthew, 'Balfour, Arthur James, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography,  
Oxford University Press, 2004; Paul Smith, 'Cecil, Robert Arthur Talbot Gascoyne-', Oxford Dictionary of  
National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004.
77Janet Oppenheim, 'Balfour, Gerald William',  Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University 
Press, 2004. Balfour family correspondence offers considerable evidence of the importance and, indeed, 
dominance of Spiritualism in Gerald Balfour's  adult life.
78Jose Harris, 'Lytton, Lady Constance Georgina Bulwer-', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 200.; Helen Fowler, 'Sidgwick [née Balfour], Eleanor Mildred', Oxford Dictionary of National  
Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004.. Eve's paternal aunt Lady Frances Balfour served as president of the 
London Society for Women's Suffrage and was on the executive committee of the National Union for Women's 
Suffrage Society. Joan B Huffman, 'Balfour [née Campbell], Lady Frances', Oxford Dictionary of National  
Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004.
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According to family legend, Eve declared her desire to become a farmer at the age of 12.79 As 

supporters of university-level education for women, her parents sent Eve to Reading 

University College – now University of Reading – which was then Britain's leading 

agricultural college. As Anne Meredith's research has shown, a good number of middle class 

families during this period sent their daughters to Reading or to private colleges for training 

in gardening, horticulture, dairying and poultry-keeping, activities viewed as acceptable for 

women. Eve is likely to have stood out even amongst these 'progressive women', being both 

upper class and choosing to study farming rather than one of the “lighter branches of 

agriculture”.80

Eve attended Reading during the First World War, arriving in the autumn of 1915 and 

departing in June 1918. Having successfully passed a Cambridge-sponsored entry 

examination, which focused on history, geography, French, German, English literature and 

Christian scripture, Eve arrived at Reading to study for a Diploma of Agriculture with no 

formal scientific education behind her and little or no direct experience of farming.81 Her first 

year of study appears to have included a considerable amount of science, with classes in 

chemistry, botany, zoology, geology, physics and meteorology, supplemented by agricultural 

topics that included farm management, land surveying, agricultural botany, book keeping and 

veterinary hygiene. Clearly, Reading students were expected to gain some understanding of 

the basic science underpinning agricultural processes, rather than simply learn about the 

practicalities of running a farm. The second year at Reading was more closely focused on 

preparing students to manage farms, with classes in: farm and estate management; farm 

economics; livestock, dairy farming; land drainage, agricultural law; book keeping; 

surveying; agricultural buildings and machinery; agricultural chemistry, botany and 

entomology; and veterinary hygiene.82 Reading students were taught to be 'modern' farmers 

and, thus, to make use of the latest scientific and mechanical advances, including new, 

79Brander, Eve Balfour, p. 23.
80“Women were encouraged to enter into the 'lighter branches of agriculture'. This term, which was used by 
Lady Warwick, included those branches of agriculture and horticulture which were deemed suitable for 
women: horticulture, dairying and poultry-keeping.” Anne Meredith, 'Middle Class Women and Horticultural 
Education, 1890-1939' (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Sussex, 2001), p. 45.
81Brander, Eve Balfour, p. 32. It is possible that Eve had worked on farms that formed part of her family's East 
Lothian estate at Whittingehame prior to attending Reading, however, I have come across no evidence or 
suggestion that she did so. She worked on an unnamed East Anglian farm during her holidays while studying at 
Reading, according to testimony she gave to a 1935 Royal Commission: “.. I had worked on an East Anglian 
farm during all my holidays at the time of my college training”. Lady Evelyn Balfour, Minutes of Evidence Taken  
Before the Royal Commission on Tithe Rentcharge Twelfth Day Friday 11th January 1935 (HM Stationery Office, 
1935), p. 337, paragraph 4329.
82Brander, Eve Balfour, pp. 33-34.
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inorganic fertilisers. A certain amount of practical farm work was a requirement during the 

two-year course, after which Eve devoted a third, apprenticeship year to full-time work at 

Manor Farm, described by Eve's mother as “an experimental farm worked in connection with 

the University”.83 Eve's letters to her family during this year of full-time farming are replete 

with enthusiastic detail about her work, the lives of the men alongside whom she was 

working, reassurances that ploughing and other heavy tasks were not proving too physically 

demanding – or too coarsening – as well as comments about the impact of the war.84

Eve's time at Reading appears to have been judged a success by those charged with both her 

academic and practical farming education, if an account by Eve's mother Betty is accepted. In 

a description of a letter she had herself written, Betty recounts meeting Eve's agricultural 

studies tutor (in this account Betty refers to herself in the third person, as BB):

“BB in the same letter describes meeting Eve's Reading Agricultural Chief Mr 

Pennington, a 6'2” very handsome man. He had been Eve's guide, philosopher and 

friend at Reading. He told BB the farmer Chettle was delighted with Eve's work and 

astonished at what she could get thro'. She is the only woman student the farmer had 

ever had. 'Have you ever known anyone like her?' said Mr Pennington to BB, 'because I 

haven't.' He was sure, during the war, he could place her in charge of a farm. 'You, with 

your experience' he said to her 'are just what they want. We might get a good foreman's 

post for you.'”85

Indeed, in the summer of 1918 Eve secured a post as bailiff managing a small hill farm near 

Newport in Monmouthshire. Comprising just fifty acres, Grove Farm in Rogerstone had 

become the responsibility of the Monmouthshire War Agricultural Executive Committee 

(WAEC) after the Board of Agriculture evicted the previous tenant for poor practice. The 

Monmouthshire WEAC, in turn, handed the job of finding a new farm manager to its 

women's committee. The women's committee hired Eve, who was charged with running the 

83Note added by Betty Balfour to a letter written by Eve to her sister Eleanor (known as Nell), 7/10/1917, 
Edinburgh, National Archives of Scotland, Betty Balfour papers, GD433/2/360, pp. 14-15, 21-22.
84Several of Eve's letters from the latter part of her time at Reading touch on the impact of food rationing, 
including the difficulty she had in keeping to rations while working at Manor farm as well as discussion of 
practical problems rationing created for local food retailers and the perceived threat of social unrest prompted 
by the introduction of rational. Eve Balfour to Betty Balfour, 26/01/1918, 16/02/1918, Betty Balfour papers, 
GD433/2/361, pp. 24-30, 33-38.
85Betty Balfour to Arthur James Balfour, undated, probably late 1917, Betty Balfour papers, GD433/2/360, pp. 
44-45. Another potential indication of Eve's success at Manor Farm was farm manager Chettle's support for 
Eve's application to manage the farm in Wales (Brander, Eve Balfour:, pp. 46-47). However, given Eve's social 
position it is also possible that he may not have felt he had any choice but to support her application. 
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farm, with the help of three women who were slightly older and considerably more worldly 

than their aristocratic twenty-year-old bailiff.86 Eve spent a year at Grove Farm, during which 

she faced a series of difficulties associated with buildings in a poor state of repair, crippling 

shortages of equipment, a recalcitrant work force, and excessive and, at times, confused 

oversight by a legion of WEAC members. A letter written during her year at Grove Farm 

documents Eve's desire to practice modern farming techniques, including the use of inorganic 

fertilisers to increase yields. In the letter, Eve expresses frustration at not being permitted by 

her WEAC overseers to purchase nitrogen fertiliser: “I don't get depressed except when the 

committee thwart one... The latest is that, when I sent in a list of manures that I need for my 

spring crops, they say they think we'd better go in for basic slag instead of sulphate of 

ammonia, because it's cheaper!”. By the end of the year at Grove Farm, Eve was eager to 

escape and to join forces with her sister Mary, who had completed a short dairying course at 

Reading and who also knew about poultry keeping.87 The sisters' plan was to rent a farm of 

their own.

Farming in the 20s – colourful dilettante or dedicated farmer?

Eve Balfour spent the 1920s and 1930s as an owner-occupier farmer in the hamlet of 

Haughley Green, near Stowmarket in Suffolk. Tracing her life during this period, Eve 

emerges as an enthusiastic but inexperienced farmer who displayed a desire to practice 

'modern' farming as well as determination in the face of financial difficulties - and as 

someone whose outside, non-farming interests were significant and often time consuming. 

The question of dilettantism cannot be ignored. Was Eve Balfour playing at being a farmer, 

essentially pursuing the life of a gentlewoman farmer, albeit one with a farming business too 

small and unprofitable to support such an arrangement?88 As this chapter demonstrates, Eve 

Balfour cannot be dismissed entirely as a hands-off, gentlewoman farmer. Although Eve 

Balfour had a foreman, Aldous, with whom she had a good relationship, he did not manage 

her farm on her behalf. Eve appears to have taken most major decisions about stocking and 

cropping, at least in the early years, and she worked in the fields and with the farm livestock. 

While her involvement in daily farm work varied considerably, and appears to have waned 
86Brander offers an account of Eve's year at Grove Farm, emphasising Eve's innocence in comparison to the 
more worldly outlook of her female charges: Brander, 'The Farm at Newport: 1918' in Eve Balfour, pp. 43-57. 
The Betty Balfour papers held by the National Archives of Scotland includes letters written by Eve to family 
members during her year in Wales.
87Brander, Eve Balfour, p. 43.
88As Edith Whetham's research suggests, Eve's farm, New Bells, was probably not of sufficient size to support 
an owner who did not contribute his/her own labour to the farm's labour pool. See footnote 91 and Whetham, 
Agrarian History VIII, p.44.
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for a time during the mid-1930s, Eve Balfour was a hands-on farmer for much, if not most, of 

the inter war years. However, she left the farm for holidays and to pursue other business 

ventures, possibly more often than typical owner-occupiers operating at her scale, and she 

also devoted considerable time to non-farming activities while she was on the farm. My 

judgment is that Eve should be viewed as a hands-on, but inexperienced owner-occupying 

farmer, who, as the inter war years wore on, may not have maintained sufficient focus on the 

profitability of her farming business.

In the autumn of 1919, Eve Balfour took what proved to be a definitive step, moving to 

Suffolk and becoming a farmer. She and her sister Mary bought New Bells Farm in Haughley 

Green, purchasing the 157-acre farm,89 complete with moat and dilapidated fifteenth century 

timber and plaster house, on impulse. They had never been to Suffolk before viewing New 

Bells Farm and it seems to have been the first farm they looked at after being given 

permission by their father to find a farm to rent. New Bells was not for rent, only for sale, 

nevertheless their father quickly agreed to fund its purchase.90 New Bells had been a mixed 

farm and continued to be run as one throughout the inter war period. At several points Eve 

specialised by focusing on dairy, poultry and pig farming as well as market gardening; 

however, specialisation was always pursued within a broader context of mixed farming.

What few people realised in 1919 - when the value of land was sky high and farmers were 

benefiting from excellent prices for their products thanks a post-war boom in consumer 

demand91 - was that a significant period of depression was about to hit the agricultural sector. 

Much has been written about the challenges faced by British farmers during the 1920s and 

1930s and although there has been disagreement about the extent of the financial pain 

suffered by different types of farmers, or those in different parts of the country, there is 

consensus that farming during the inter war years was often unprofitable and that farmers 

89At 157 acres, New Bells was a medium-sized farm for the period. Whetham cites data for 1914 showing that 
about one third of farms in England and Wales were 50-300 acres in size. She describes farms in the 50-300 
acre category as holdings "where farmers worked along with their men in the fields...". Whetham argues that 
such farms were not large enough to sustain a hands-off farm manager who delegated routine matters to a 
foreman, therefore farm managers for these types of farms worked alongside their men. Whetham, Agrarian  
History VIII, p.44.
90Brander, Eve Balfour, pp. 54-55. It seems Eve and Mary decided they wanted to purchase New Bells after a 
single viewing. Indeed, according to Brander, they had originally planned to look for a farm to rent in Sussex 
but estate agents accidentally sent details for farms in Suffolk.
91Perren summarises the reasons behind the short-term yet spectacular escalation in prices for agricultural 
goods at the end of and in the immediate aftermath of the First World War: “This was the result of poor crops 
in 1919-20, of serious shortages caused by economic disruption in post-war Europe, and of the immediate 
post-war boom when full employment fuelled demand and pushed up prices”. Perren, Agriculture in  
Depression, p.37.
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regularly faced adverse trading conditions that tested the skill and mettle of even the most 

experienced and financially astute among them.92 The first sign that agriculture was heading 

for depression was a collapse in agricultural goods’ prices, beginning at the end of 1920, just 

a year after Eve and Mary took possession of New Bells Farm.93 Sharp declines in prices 

continued well into 1922. Throughout the 1920s and for a good part of the 1930s, farmers 

were repeatedly confronted with lower than expected prices for the goods they were selling 

and this was combined with increased production costs.94 Falling prices were generally the 

result of competition from cheap food imports. With successive British governments insistent 

on the virtues of free trade, farmers were expected to compete with lower-priced imports 

from countries as far flung as Argentina, Canada and New Zealand without any financial 

assistance or protection.95

There was also the problem of volatility in international trade and finance during the interwar 

years – not only were farmers having to compete continuously with imports produced by 

countries with lower production costs, they were also left almost completely unprotected 

from the era’s periodic and spectacular price crashes for food staples, such as wheat. Total 

collapse in the price of many food staples in the early 1930s, following the Wall Street crash, 

prompted some countries to ‘dump’ surplus foodstuffs on the open British market at prices 

well below the cost of production.96 Historians have noted that the inter war period was 

92The classic text on the period is Edith Whetham’s Agrarian History VIII. Whetham emphasises the depression 
of the interwar years, while also identifying the way alternative husbandry (dairying, pig and poultry farming, 
market gardening, etc) sometimes offered farmers a chance to make a profit when prices for grain and 
livestock were at their lowest. Since then, Jonathan Brown’s Agriculture in England: A survey of farming, 1870-
1947 (Manchester University Press, 1987), Perren’s Agriculture in Depression and John Martin’s Development  
of Modern Agriculture have further explored the inter war period. These authors have added detail and have 
questioned the extent, severity and causes of certain aspects of the interwar agricultural depression, while 
agreeing that it was a difficult period for many British farmers.
93Whetham’s description of the price collapse and the impact it had on farmers is particularly clear: “This fall in 
prices was unequalled in recent history for its intensity, just as the huge increase in the previous two years had 
also been a new phenomenon. … A collapse of prices of this magnitude brought more uncertainty and risk than 
is expressed by single figures representing average prices. Farmers… were bewildered by the fall in prices and 
by the uncertainty of future prices … In these two years of 1921 and 1922, marketing became more than ever a 
gamble…” Whetham. Agrarian History VIII: p. 142.
94Perren identifies 1923-1925 and 1927-1929 as “periods of relative stability” during a decade when 
agricultural prices remained low and were often on a downward trajectory. Perren, Agriculture in Depression,  
p. 41. Whetham describes the bind farmers repeatedly found themselves in during the interwar years, with 
low prices combining with higher costs. Whetham, Agrarian History VIII, p. 297.
95John Martin emphasises how Britain’s free trade status made it the perfect destination for other countries’ 
food exports and surpluses. Even before the full effects of the global economic downturn precipitated by the 
Wall Street crash of 1929 were felt, British farmers were having to compete with food imports in a way that 
other nations’ farmers did not:  “In 1930, with less than 3% of the world’s population, the British market 
accounted for 99% of the world’s exports of bacon and hams, 96% of mutton and lamb, 62% of eggs, 59% of 
beef, 46% of cheese, 32% of wool and 28% of wheat and wheat flour.” Martin, Modern Agriculture, p.10.
96Whetham Agrarian History VIII, p. 231.
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characterised by uncertainty for farmers, with signs of economic revival rarely translating 

into lasting recovery, despite periodic hopes that the tide was about to turn in farmers’ favour.
97 Farmers during this period found it difficult to judge the conditions they would soon be 

facing and it was not until the late 1930s, when government took action in preparation for 

war, that agriculture began to receive financial assistance and protection on any significant 

scale.98 Clearly, the 1920s and 1930s was not a time for the faint-hearted or inexperienced 

farmer. Although Eve Balfour had some access to capital – thanks to the generosity of her 

family during the 1920s and private investors during the 1930s – she lacked experience and 

her financial and personnel management skills were entirely untested. Certainly, she made 

mistakes, both financial and practical farming errors. On the other hand, Eve was keen to 

seize new opportunities and to innovate. She was willing to experiment with, and invest 

capital in, new techniques and machinery. This willingness to modernise and innovate is 

something Whetham has suggested was a characteristic of the period's more successful 

farmers.99 Yet Balfour family correspondence implies that while Eve repeatedly proved 

herself eager to try out new ideas, she may have been less skilful in minimising the cost of 

innovations and/or maximising resulting output.100

Thus, although the challenges faced by Eve were specific to her circumstances and to New 

Bells Farm, they also reflect problems faced by many farmers of the period. Although Eve 

and Mary were unusual, in that they were young aristocratic women, nevertheless, their 

experiences during the 1920s bear similarities to those of many other new owner-occupying 

farmers, who bought farms at the end of the First World War.101 Farmers far more 

experienced than Eve found it impossible to predict accurately the prices they would receive 

for livestock sales, and many were shocked by the low prices they were often forced to 

accept. In spring 1922, Eve wrote: “I have decided to sell out my young stock. Tho’ it’s sad 

to loose [sic] them. I think this is really the [illegible word] and most economic plan under 

97Brown, Agriculture in England, p. 80; Whetham, Agrarian History VIII,pp. 226-234.
98Brown, Agriculture in England, pp. 123-128; Martin, Modern Agriculture, pp.30-55.
99Whetham, Agrarian History VIII, p. 213.
100Many original and copies of Balfour family letters that refer to New Bells Farm in the 1920s are held by 
Evelyn and Michael Brander (E&MB). Some dating to the 1930s are held by The Soil Association (SA). Neither 
of these collections are catalogued. Edited volumes of Betty Balfour's letters, which include some relating to 
Eve, Mary and New Bells farm, are held by the National Archives of Scotland (file GD433/2).
101Historians interested in rural Britain during the interwar period invariably refer to the great land sale that 
took place at the end of the First World War. Between 1918 and 1921 a large amount of agricultural land in 
England changed hands – estimates in the region of 6-8 million acres or 25% of English farmland are often 
cited. The sellers were usually gentry or aristocratic families and the buyers usually farmers, often former 
tenants. Jonathan Brown proves the point by citing the owner-occupation rate for English farms in 1909 - 12% 
- compared to 1927, by which time it had reached 36%. Brown, Agriculture in England: p.85.
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the circumstances… I have got to raise £300 before Harvest. I have about £150 worth of 

stock to sell at the end of June and my young stock would realise just about another £150…”
102 Whether Eve received the amount she expected is an interesting question, since livestock 

prices were collapsing at the time.103

Eve's and Mary's first years at New Bells Farm, coinciding as they did with depression in 

British agriculture, were sustained thanks to considerable financial support from their father 

and their Aunt Nora (Eleanor Sidgwick). Letters written by each of the sisters during the first 

half of the 1920s are full of gratitude for the latest extension of funds. For example, in the 

summer of 1922, Eve wrote: “My Darling Father, I don’t know what to answer. It is 

wonderful of you. ... Bless you father if it is within our power at all you shan’t regret what 

you have done for us. Your loving Eve.”104 It seems that 1924/1925 was a time when the 

possibility of failure was recognised by Eve and Mary. In May 1924, Mary wrote to her 

father, again with thanks for his financial support: “This morning’s post has brought the news 

of your wonderful gift and has left us proportionally staggered and overwhelmed… it means 

that we need never again haunt ourselves with the nightmare of possibly one day selling up, 

even tho’ in any case I hope that never would have happened, but it was always a 

possibility.”105 By the end of 1925, Mary was keenly aware of how much money New Bells 

Farm had consumed over the years: “My darling Father, Your letter this morning came as a 

great relief and surprise. We certainly didn’t expect that much. It’s rather beastly to think that 

so much of the money we have lost has been yours or Aunt Nora’s…”. Mary's letter 

continued with the suggestion that the farm's future was in question: “I don’t think even we 

could face coming to you again, terribly though we should mind giving up this place. 

Whether it would come to that or not remains now to be seen. I no longer feel confident about 

anything. Except perhaps of our absolutely unswerving desire to pull through if we can…”.106 

Eve also wrote to her father at the end of 1925 to thank him: “I quite understand that there 

can’t possibly be another cheque after this and I don’t know how you managed to give us this 

one. We’ll do our utmost and that’s all I can say”.107

102Eve Balfour to Gerald Balfour, 22/04, year unknown, possibly 1922. Held by Evelyn and Michael Brander 
(E&MB).
103Whetham, Agrarian History VIII, p.142.
104Eve Balfour to Gerald Balfour, 18/07/22, E&MB. According to Brander, the farm overdraft was £700 in 1920 
and was extended at some point to £800, with Gerald Balfour, Eve's and Mary's father, acting as guarantor. 
Brander, Eve Balfour, p.69
105Mary Balfour to Gerald Balfour, 23/05/24. E&MB.
106Mary Balfour to Gerald Balfour, 07/12/25. E&MB
107Eve Balfour to Gerald Balfour, 07/12/25. E&MB.



40

The financial assistance Eve and Mary received from their family was not so great that they 

could avoid economies. They reduced costs by getting rid of their house servants108 and Eve 

took practical steps to generate additional income, such as taking on farming students. In an 

undated letter to her mother, she writes of selling sheep at a profit and says she is “more 

cheerful, tho’ we are by no means out of the wood yet. We are now paying wages and living 

expenses with our weekly milk and pupil receipts and that is the first step…”.109 Despite such 

measures, New Bells Farm was clearly an indebted business more often than not: 

“I got my balance sheet out last night and a very depressing business it was. Worse 

than I hoped… But in spite of all this and in spite of the fact also that to merchants 

and tradesmen we owe £500 less than we did this time last year we still show a 

deficit of £800, the same as last year… One has got to make such huge profits on the 

things that do pay… If people say at Whitt110 – will you ever make it pay I can only 

answer – I don’t know – but let me try one more year at least.”111

The scale and ongoing nature of the farm's debts appears to have alarmed Eve's mother. 

Although the family was privileged, Eve's father made poor investment decisions during this 

period and the family's finances deteriorated.112 In a letter to her husband, Eve's mother Betty 

urged Gerald Balfour to force Eve to improve her financial management. Betty appears to 

have believed that Eve’s poor financial management was the cause of at least some of their 

difficulties: “... when you have your clear up talk with Eve... you should say quite sternly ... 

that this terrible overdrawing can’t go on. If you once more save them this year, they must 

manage to balance next year ... Eve ought not to have been so hopelessly out of reckoning ... 

Believed she had balance and £800 out!!”.113 By mid-1926, Mary was telling her father that: 
108Mary Balfour to Gerald Balfour, 13/09/22. E&MB
109 Eve Balfour to Betty Balfour, undated, probably from mid 1920s. E&MB. This letter demonstrates that Eve 
responded to the farm's financial difficulties by securing regular income through bulk sales of milk (this was 
before New Bells had its own local milk round) and by taking on farming students.
110Whitt is short for Whittingehame, the Balfour family seat in East Lothian and the place where Eve’s extended 
family gathered for the summer and at holidays. Eve spent a great deal of her childhood at Whitt.
111 Eve Balfour to Betty Balfour, undated, probably mid 1920s. E&MB.
112Gerald and Arthur James Balfour both invested heavily in a company called Peco that sought to 
commercialise peat as a fuel for power stations. Brander notes: “It always seemed about to make their 
fortune, but sadly never achieved the success its promoters promised”. Brander, Eve Balfour, pp. 104, 107. 
Eve's parents had to make increasingly severe economies in the running of their household at Fisher's Hill, 
Surrey. Towards the end of her life, in the 1940s, Betty Balfour had to rely on assistance from her extended 
family to pay for an appendix operation.
113Betty Balfour to Gerald Balfour, undated letter, probably early 1925, in response to a letter from Mary 
Balfour dated 27 December 1924. E&MB. Betty Balfour may have been right about Eve's inability to keep to a 
budget. Evidence suggests that Eve may have been quick to invest in new ventures, but not always able to stick 
to what today might be called a 'business plan'. Eve's enthusiasm for experimentation and innovation may 
have been paired with a lack of interest and/or skill in cost control. However, it is important to emphasise that 
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“we have great hopes of a milk round locally. If we get it things really will start looking up. 

In fact, we shall be able to say pretty well that we are set…”.114 A New Bells milk round did 

go ahead and appears to have helped increase and stabilise farm income. Interestingly, Eve’s 

and Mary’s decision to focus on milk production fits with what historians have concluded 

about the period – that by the mid-1920s milk represented one of the few sure bets in the 

farming sector and that sales of milk, either to wholesalers or direct to customers via a milk 

round, was the saving of many a family farm.115

One more letter deserves mention. In 1928, Eve wrote to her father about "an interesting 

manurial experiment" she had undertaken. Unlike the organic experiments she would conduct 

from 1938 onward, this did not involve compost. In fact, it involved the very 'artificial' 

fertilisers that a decade later Eve would reject. In the midst of discussions about hay and a 

successful cow sale, Eve wrote:

"I did rather an interesting manurial experiment the other day. When the cows came 

off one of our new meadows after eating it bare I dressed 5 acres of it with 1 cwt 

nitrate of lime per acre. The cows returned 3 weeks later and with only feed from the 

strip that was manured116 the yield of milk went up 5 gallons in 36 hours. I have 

ordered more nitrate of lime117 to dress the whole of that field next time they come off 

and next year I must try to dress all the meadows. I have proved it'll pay hands down 

to do so. Only wish I could afford to do more this year. But it is very impressive isn't 

it?"118

Music, writing, sailing... and séances: Eve's non-agricultural activities in the 20s

Throughout her twenty years as a conventional farmer, Eve periodically boosted her income 

through the pursuit of non-agricultural activities. This wasn't unusual for farmers during the 

period,119 although being a young woman with connections Eve's choice of non-agricultural 

New Bells Farm was far from the only farm to build up debts during the 1920s and Eve was far from the only 
farmer who found it impossible to limit incomings in line with outgoings. Debt was a problem for many farmers 
during the inter war years.
114Mary Balfour to Gerald Balfour, 25/06/26. E&MB.
115Brown, Agriculture in England, pp. 93-95.
116In this period, the term manure was used to describe a range of substances spread on land, including animal 
faecal matter and new, mineral-based products, such as nitrate of lime. The word 'fertiliser' had not yet 
become the dominant word to describe growth-stimulating products based on inorganic nitrogen or 
phosphate and manufactured by the emerging chemical industry.
117Nitrate of lime is a fertiliser designed to increase nitrogen levels in soil and, thus, to accelerate plant growth.
118Eve Balfour to Gerald Balfour, 22/06/28, quoted in Brander, Eve Balfour, p.95.
119Whetham, Agrarian History VIII, p.271; Pamela Horn, The Changing Countryside in Victorian and Edwardian  
England and Wales (Athlone, 1984), p.213.
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work differed from that of most farmers. Instead of running a public house or a goods 

transport service,120 Eve played in a dance band, co-authored detective novels and, eventually, 

wrote articles for the agricultural press.121 It is important to emphasise that during the 1920s 

New Bells Farm was home not just to the two Balfour sisters. In addition to the sisters' retired 

nanny, farmworkers and their families - some of whom lived in tied cottages122- New Bells 

was also home to a gaggle of young women and men who participated in farm work and who, 

collectively, created a lively, slightly bohemian and modern atmosphere. An example was the 

practice of sharing clothes, which Brander describes: "One of the sayings in the house at this 

time was 'first up best dressed', since their clothes were usually left in a muddle on the floor 

when they went to bed and the first up had the choice of what to wear. It would seem that 

Derry and any other males present were not included in this performance, but both Eve and 

Beb, who normally wore breeches and stockings about the farm, were also sometimes to be 

seen in trousers."123 It is impossible to identify everyone who stayed at New Bells during the 

interwar years and, no doubt, some did not stay for long; however, a few lived there for years 

and were an integral part of the farm business. Chief among friends who lived and worked at 

120These are two examples drawn from an analysis of farmers' non-agricultural sources of income in Chorsley, 
Wiltshire cited by Pamela Horn in Changing Countryside, p.213.
121Whetham identifies a trend during the 1930s that saw a handful of farmers earn their living more by the pen 
than the plough. They wrote books aimed at a public seeking to reconnect with farming and rural life: "A small 
number of farmers also found that writing or broadcasting on the radio about their farms was more 
remunerative during these depressed years than the actual farming. The general public was unwilling to pay 
more for its milk, its beef, its eggs, but a section of it bought books about rural live with avidity." Whetham, 
Agrarian History VIII, p.271. Writers such as H J Massingham, Adrian Bell and Henry Williamson fit this mould. 
While Eve never wrote a book about her inter war farming experience her journalism of the 1930s appears to 
represent an effort to make 'tales of New Bells Farm' pay some of the bills. Also of note is a 1928 article by 
Hearnden Balfour – Beb Hearnden's and Eve Balfour's joint pseudonym – refers to Eve's dream of writing “The 
Great English Agricultural Novel”. Hearnden Balfour, 'Getting Fun Out of Writing', The Editor: The Journal of  
Information for Literary Writers and Others Interested in Books and Writing (New York), 04/02/28, p. 87.
122It is not clear exactly how many farmworkers were employed at New Bells. In 1921, Betty Balfour wrote to 
her mother about life at New Bells, mentioning a foreman and his family, a carter and his family, a very old 
farmworker and his wife, a Welsh farmworker and his family (whom Eve had met when she managed Grove 
Farm in Monmouthshire at the end of the First World War), and two milkmaids. Letter quoted in Brander, Eve 
Balfour, pp.67-69, date unknown. If New Bells Farm matches historical accounts of the inter war period it is 
likely that the number of farmworkers decreased as the years passed. Low wages and dismissals by cash-
strapped farm owners drove workers off the land during these years. It seems safe to suggest that the number 
of farmworkers at New Bells was not maintained throughout the interwar years, since evidence from letters 
suggests that by the 1930s some of the tied cottages were being occupied by Eve's friends, including Beryl 
'Beb' Hearnden and Kathleen Carnley.
123 Brander, Eve Balfour, p.70.



43

New Bells during the first half of the 1920s were Beryl 'Beb' Hearnden and Derry Hawker.124 

Together with Eve and Mary they were known as the 'Four Bells'.

In 1921, Eve and Mary teamed up with Beb and Derry – Derry's sister Eileen later joined 

them – to form the Pickwick Dance Band. Brander asserts that the band was formed out of 

financial desperation and that prior to its creation the 'Four Bells' had played at home in the 

evenings for their own amusement. The band was hired by the Great White Horse in Ipswich 

and quickly became popular, playing there regularly. Other venues hired them and, according 

to Brander, the height of the Pickwick Dance Band's success came at Easter 1924 when "they 

were booked to play for a week at Sherry's, one of Brighton's leading dance halls. The 

experience of playing non-stop for ten hours a day, however, proved more than enough for 

them all. After that they stuck to local engagements." Brander goes on to note that following 

the week's engagement in Brighton Eve and Mary bought a "ten-year old Delage open 

tourer", nicknamed the Deluge, and Derry Hawker bought a 1916 Hispano Suiza open tourer. 

This offers not only an indication of how the Four Bells spent their 'disposable' income, but 

also how significant non-agricultural income was in allowing them to make big, one-off 

purchases.125

It is not clear when The Pickwick Dance Band disbanded, but it may have been superseded 

by Beb's and Eve's new joint venture, penning detective novels.126 The first novel was begun 

in 1925, with the hope it would pay off the farm's debts.127  It was published in the autumn of 

1926, bearing the title The Paper Chase, with an American edition published in 1927 under 

124Together with Eve and Mary, Beb and Derry comprised the core of New Bells Farm during the first half of the 
1920s. Derry was the son of a nearby farming family, whom Brander describes as having arrived at New Bells 
as a farm pupil. He stayed until 1926, when he married and bought a farm. Brander, Balfour, p.83. Beb seems 
to have lived at New Bells until the mid to late 1930s at which point she moved to London, perhaps to manage 
the farm shop she and Eve opened in 1934. Beb and Eve remained close friends until Beb's death in 1978. Eve 
was executor of Beb's will.
125Brander, Eve Balfour, p.74. Brander describes this period in the early 1920s as carefree, with financial ups 
and downs accepted without too much pain: "A succession of visitors, family and friends, came and went, but 
The Four Bells somehow eked out a precarious living. The principal feature of this period appears to have been 
their light-heartedness. They were all the products of the 'Twenties'. Light-hearted 'young things' playing jazz 
and on the one hand running dilapidated antique sports cars and motor bikes, when they could afford it, and 
on the other riding horses or travelling the roads in ponies and traps when their finances could go no higher." 
Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.69-70.
126Alternatively, the band may have disbanded upon Derry Hawker's departure from New Bells farm to set up 
his own farm nearby.
127Brander, Eve Balfour, p.79: "During the rest of 1925 further desperate efforts to earn a living included Eve 
and Beb co-operating in writing a detective novel." Brander believes the manuscript was completed in June 
1926, in spite of the interruption of the General Strike, during which Beb worked in a canteen in Chiswick, west 
London, feeding men acting as volunteer replacements for striking workers.
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the title An American from Texas.128 Both editions were published under the pseudonym 

Hearnden Balfour; however, there was no attempt by their publishers or by Eve and Beb to 

keep their identities a secret. In publicity material, Hodder and Stoughton made use of the 

fact that they were "two young ladies who run a farm and who decided to write a detective 

story together". The book was light hearted and without literary pretensions. Set in London 

and the area around Ilfracombe in north Devon, it tells a highly improbable tale of dastardly 

deeds by an English aristocrat who is eventually thwarted by a group of 'bright young things' 

and a mysterious man from Texas. It is an entertaining romp, although not all of Eve's family 

approved.129 It is likely that income from The Paper Chase/A Gentleman from Texas paid off 

some of New Bells Farm's debts – or paid off all debts but more were quickly accrued. 

Brander states that thanks to sales of The Paper Chase "for the first time they were in the 

clear financially", however, he does not provide details.130 Another book was begun straight 

away. The Enterprising Burglar was published in the UK and America in 1928. Featuring 

many of the same 'bright young thing' characters and an implausible plot, nevertheless, The 

Enterprising Burglar was a more serious book than its predecessor. This time, the villain was 

a charismatic foreigner intent on orchestrating a Communist uprising in Britain. The book's 

politics are clearly anti-Communist and reflected Eve's and Beb's interpretation of the 

political debates that surrounded the 1926 General Strike. Both were opposed to trade 

unionism and the strike, with Beb taking part in efforts to maintain public transport provision 

in London during the strike.131 It is not known how much money The Enterprising Burglar 

128Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.84-85. An article written by Beb and Eve about their novel-writing joint venture 
refers to A Paper Chase being sold to publishers in Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, France and Hungary. 
Interestingly, the article includes a comment about the lack of profit in farming: “One cannot spend one's 
evenings contemplating one's debts, so Eve, very reasonably, decided to write a novel”. Hearnden Balfour, 
'Getting Fun Out of Writing', pp. 87, 89.
129Eve's mother Betty was supportive, as were Aunt Nora and Arthur James "Nunkie" Balfour, Eve's favourite 
uncle and head of the family. However, Eve's aunt by marriage Frances Balfour, known for her critical nature, 
was not positive about the book. See Appendix A for extracts of letters to Eve from family members about The 
Paper Chase.
130Brander, Eve Balfour, p.85. A note added to Eve's letter to her mother Betty about the idea of using Frances 
Balfour's letter as publicity (see Appendix A) states that The Paper Chase brought in £300 and helped pay off 
some of New Bell's debts. Film rights were sold, apparently for something in the region of £100, and a film 
called The Paper Chase was made, however, it bore almost no resemblance to the book.
131See footnote 130. In addition to working in the canteen of the Chiswick depot of the London General 
Omnibus Co Ltd during the 1926 General Strike, Beb was also involved in the production of an ad-hoc 
newsletter for those involved in maintaining General Omnibus services during the Strike. Copies of two 
editions of the newsletter are among a collection of material relating to Beryl Hearnden's life that Eve kept and 
is now held by Evelyn and Michael Brander. The newsletter was entitled: The General Gazette: A bulletin of  
'bus and general news of the emergency period. Editions number 9, dated Sunday May 9th 1926, and number 
12, dated Wednesday, May 12th 1926 are among Eve's papers. The newsletter was light hearted as well as 
offering information about the “number of 'buses on service this morning”, recent accidents, and “first aid 
notes”.
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brought in, but Michael Brander notes it was translated into at least two languages.132 A third 

and final book under the Hearnden Balfour name was eventually published in 1933, with the 

title Anything Might Happen in the UK and Murder and the Red-Haired Girl in America.133

In addition to non-agricultural, money-making pursuits such as dance bands and novel 

writing, Eve and her friends engaged in their fair share of fun during the 1920s. They 

periodically visited the Balfour family seat, Whittingehame in East Lothian, and more 

regularly spent time at Betty and Gerald Balfour's home, Fisher's Hill in Surrey.134 In 1923, 

the Four Bells took a motoring holiday in Devon.135 By the end of the decade, holidays often 

took the form of sailing expeditions organised by Eve's and Mary's brother Robert (known as 

Ral). These included a 1927 trip from Scotland to Norway and a 1929 trip to Holland.136 The 

other significant bit of fun during the 1920s was 'Play Week'. Having been accustomed to 

mounting annual theatrical productions at home when they were young, Eve and Mary 

carried on at New Bells, forming the Haughley Players.137 Annual shows were mounted from 

1920 through 1926, with Mary the driving force behind them.138

Entertainment for New Bells Farm's residents also came in the form of occult games: "...the 

Four Bells... dabbled in table turning and automatic writing with a ouija board... Mary proved 

a particularly interesting medium with wide-ranging powers," writes Brander. He adds that 

"during the years 1920 to 1924, Derry became adept at putting her [Mary] into a 'trance' and 

the three of them then interpreted her sayings and writings at great length".139 For Eve and 

Mary, at least, communication with spirits of the deceased using techniques of trance 

mediumship and automatic writing was not unusual. They had grown up in a Spiritualist 

household and both their parents devoted a good deal of their time and energy to experiments 

designed to prove the scientific validity of Spiritualist claims.140 Having grown up as part of a 

132Brander, Eve Balfour: p.94.
133Brander comments that this third and final detective novel, published in 1933, was written in 1932, after Eve 
and Beb returned from a month-long trip to America. Brander, Eve Balfour, p.112. The most interesting thing 
about this novel is its mildly feminist subtext and references to the possibility of domestic violence.
134Fisher's Hill is near Woking and was designed by Edwin Lutyens, who was brother in law to Eve's mother, 
Betty.
135Brander, Eve Balfour, p.73. This trip may have inspired the setting for the Devon-based scenes in A Paper  
Chase.
136Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.93, 99.
137The Haughley Players were named after the village of Haughley, the village closest to New Bells Farm. 
Evidence of amateur theatrical productions at Fisher's Hill can be found in Betty Balfour's photo album, held by 
her great-granddaughter Caroline Younger.
138Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.66, 74, 79.
139Brander, Eve Balfour, p.66.
140Betty and Gerald Balfour were active members of the Society for Psychical Research (SPR), which was 
founded in 1882 and whose first president was Gerald's brother in law, Henry Sidgwick. Another president was 
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religious movement that viewed itself as part of the Church of England, yet one whose 

members considered themselves to possess a more complex and higher level of spiritual 

awareness and understanding,141 Eve's continuing belief as an adult in the central Spiritualist 

principle of communication with spirits of the deceased is confirmed in an undated letter to 

her mother, probably written in the early 1920s. In it, Eve discusses the death of someone 

called Biddy:

"The funeral was a frightfully moving business tho' I did my utmost to feel as cheerful 

as possible because L.B.J says such blackness is caused on the other side by 

misunderstanding on the part of people here and in that atmosphere of depression I 

felt it my duty to send out at least one cheerful thought. Rather a curious thing 

happened. As soon as I heard of her death we planned to ask L.B.J to meet her and I 

had been longing to know if he had seen her as we hadn't had a chance to write. Quite 

suddenly during the service I felt I knew he had. I have twice got in touch with L.B.J 

unaided. And I felt this so strongly that I was no longer impatient to write and it was 

only a few days ago as a matter of fact that Beb did write. Towards the end she asked 

about Biddy and I feel you'd like to know what he wrote

'Yes I have seen her. But she is not yet quite ready to wake. One needs a rest you 

know, a long untroubled sleep. She will have no difficulties, her light shines clear 

as she sleeps. Tell Eve I saw her light that day.'

No point in telling anybody else about this as there is nothing evidential about it. Beb 

and I of course have no doubts about the genuineness...".142

The 1930s

If the 1920s was a decade during which Eve Balfour learned lessons about the practicalities 

of farming, struggled financially, and yet still had a good deal more fun than most British 

another of Gerald's brothers in law, Lord Rayleigh. Gerald himself served as SPR president in 1906-1907. Eve's 
and Mary's beloved uncle Nunkie, Arthur James Balfour, was also a committed Spiritualist and was president of 
the SPR in 1893, continuing as a member after that. Another SPR members was their Aunt Nora (wife of Henry 
Sidgwick). The Society's aim was to prove the authenticity of communication with people beyond the grave. 
See chapter four for a longer discussion of the role of unconventional religious belief in Eve Balfour's life and 
career.
141For a brief description of Spiritualism and its central belief in communication with spirits of the deceased, 
see the entry on Spiritualism written by Nigel Scotland in New Religions A Guide, pp.319-320.
142Eve Balfour to Betty Balfour, undated, probably early 1920s. E&MB. My interpretation of this letter is that 
L.B.J refers to a deceased spirit with whom the Four Bells believed they were in communication. Automatic 
writing techniques were clearly being used. This fits with Spiritualist practice of the day, which involved 
communication with the deceased via individual spirits who had names and distinct personalities.
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farmers (and most young British women), the 1930s marked a change. Eve still went on 

sailing holidays and embarked on new business ventures with enthusiasm, but there was also 

a growing seriousness and sustained focus on political and economic issues of the day.143 

Eve's engagement in political and social debates of the 1930s is most obvious in her high-

profile participation in the tithe protest movement, a well organised, if largely forgotten, rural 

protest movement of the inter war period. Also, some of her decisions related to the 

marketing of New Bells Farm produce during the 1930s may have indicated an effort to 

express political and economic views through her farming business.

The tithe protest movement

Not much has been written about the tithe protest movement despite the size, organisation 

and sustained nature of the protests. References to it can be found in work focusing on 

interwar British fascism, since Mosley's blackshirts inserted themselves into the movement 

from time to time,144 but little has been written about the tithe protest movement as a whole. 

The exception is Carol Twinch's book Tithe War: 1918-1939 The Countryside in Revolt. 

Twinch charts the rise of organised tithe protests after the First World War in response to the 

continued requirement that many farmers pay an annual 'rentcharge' to a titheowner, usually 

the Church of England, sometimes the Universities of Oxford or Cambridge and, less 

frequently, to more obscure organisations and even individuals.145 Twinch acknowledges that 

farmers had resented tithe for many centuries, and identifies British farming's inter war 

depression as the moment when a twentieth century movement against tithe took shape. She 

argues that many of the new owner-occupying farmers who bought farms at the end of the 

First World War had not been told about tithe at the time they purchased land.146 By the early 
143Brander notes a growing seriousness in Eve as the inter war years wore on. Brander, 'Chapter 6: Writing & 
Farming: 1927-1929' and 'Chapter 7: The Search for a Cause: Tithe War 1929-1933', Eve Balfour, pp. 90-117.
144Carol Twinch describes how the British Union of Fascists (BUF) sought to exploit the Conservative Party's 
failure to address farmers' concerns in the early 1930s by developing a protectionist agriculture policy, and she 
discusses the involvement of Mosley's Blackshirts in several tithe protests. Twinch acknowledges that some 
farmers backed the BUF, but argues that the tithe protest movement as a whole did not. The Suffolk 
Tithepayers Association, of which Eve and Beb were active members, publicly dissociated itself from the 
blackshirts when Mosley's men offered their assistance. Carol Twinch, Tithe War: 1918-1939 The Countryside  
in Revolt, (Norwich, Media Associates, 2001), pp.83, 126-134, 222, 225; Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.116-117.Both 
Twinch and Brander quote from a letter Eve wrote in 1933 expressing her opposition to Mosley and her dislike 
of his anti-semitism and "brutal" methods. Eve Balfour to Mr Brayshaw, 25/11/33, E&MB. See later this 
chapter for a transcript and further discussion of this letter.
145 "Although the Church had the majority titheholding, the annual report of the land division of MAFF showed 
that in 1932, £583,500 of the total value of £3,163,000 tithe was held by schools, colleges, charities and lay 
owners." Twinch, Tithe War, p.206.
146 Twinch describes the way the existence of a tithe charge often proved a surprise for farmers: "...it came as 
something of a shock to some of the new landowners, now struggling to pay their mortgages, to find that their 
farms were not entirely theirs. There was something called rentcharge that was payable to some institution or 
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1930s, the tithe protest movement was making newspaper headlines, not least because 

thousands of farmers, particularly in southern counties, were refusing to pay.147

As a farmer who was required to pay tithe, Eve is likely to have had a natural interest in 

arguments about the injustice of the tithe system.148 The Suffolk Tithepayers Association 

formed in early 1931 and Eve and Beb joined without much delay. Aside from the obvious 

motivation of hoping to reduce her outgoings by joining a campaign for the elimination of 

what was argued to be an archaic form of 'land tax', Eve may have had other reasons for 

becoming involved in the tithe protest movement. Having grown up in a political family, Eve 

had always engaged in political debate and tithe protest gave Eve the opportunity to do so 

more publicly, challenging injustice, poor decision making and leadership on the part of both 

the government and the farming establishment. Through the tithe protest movement Eve 

experienced the power of organised protest and learned first hand that backing a minority or 

seemingly lost cause could be worthwhile. After all, the tithe protests were in the end largely 

successful.149 Some time before the spring of 1932 Eve refused to pay her tithe - in keeping 

with the tithe protest movement's tactics150 - and in April 1932 her farm was broken into by 

agents representing tithe owners and some of her dairy cows forcibly removed in what was 

known as a “distraint raid”.151 Three years later, Eve gave evidence to a Royal Commission 

distant person who had a tenth share in their land. Not all farms paid it, either, which was doubly puzzling, and 
it had something to do with Queen Anne. They were referred to the 1918 Tithe Act and searched their farm 
particulars in vain for any mention of the Church of England, Queen Anne or indeed tithe itself. It was not then 
compulsory for the vendor to mention tithe in the sale catalogue. An invoice demanding a sum of rentcharge 
was sometimes the first hint of their liability." Twinch, Tithe War, p.23.
147Carol Twinch states that in 1932 alone an estimated 16,000 applications were made to the courts relating to 
the non-payment of tithe. Twinch, Tithe War, p.138. No doubt, economic hardship within the farming 
community in the aftermath of the Wall Street crash played an important role in the escalation of tithe 
protests. Although the movement existed in the 1920s, its heyday was the 1930s.
148Eve was among a minority of tithe-paying farmers whose tithe was held by an organisation or individual 
other than the Church of England. The titheowner for Eve's land was a charity called Dr Triplett's Charity, which 
allocated funds for the "educational benefit of the Parish of Hayes" by providing scholarships to students 
graduating from Saint Peter school in Westminster who were going on to Oxford or Cambridge Universities. 
Twinch, Tithe War, pp.154-155.
149Although the tithe protest movement had not succeeded in abolishing tithe by the end of the 1930s, it had 
successfully demonstrated that the Church of England and its tithe-collecting agency, Queen Anne Bounty, 
could not be trusted to administer tithe. By the end of the 1930s, the government had taken control of tithe, 
reformed it and had brought forward the deadline for its demise. New rules designed to reduce gradually the 
number of farms affected were also introduced. Compared to many of the rural protests that litter England's 
past, the inter war tithe protests appear to have been rather successful.
150Brander portrays Eve's refusal to pay her tithe some time around 1931 as a decision motivated by political 
principle: "Inevitably Eve was persuaded to refuse to pay...". Brander, Eve Balfour, p.112.
151Both Twinch and Brander discuss the distraint raid on New Bells: Twinch, Tithe War, pp.154, 158-159; 
Brander, Eve Balfour, p.112. Eve described the raid late in her life during an interview for an episode of the BBC 
television documentary series Yesterday's Witness. In the verbatim transcription of the interview, she 
describes the distressing nature of the raid: “... they burst in – they were armed with all sorts of things like 
truncheons and iron stakes and er bits of an iron hurdle or something that looked like that – one of them 
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on tithe, using the example of distraint raids on hers as well as others' farms to emphasise the 

“bitterness [tithe] is arousing”.152 Her detailed testimony included the accusation that tithe 

owners had secretly set up a company to seize livestock and farm equipment from farms that 

had refused to pay tithe, and that the tactics employed were legally dubious:153

“...just as for debt you do not take a man's tools, the things by which the tithe-payer is 

actually gaining his livelihood should be exempt [from seizure]... It is extraordinary 

how frequently they seem to do that, even if there are others things available. It is a 

form of terrorisation. There were plenty of other things available on my farm; there was 

produce available, but mine is a dairy farm and my means of paying my wages are my 

sales of milk. Yet they impounded my cows. They will go to an arable farm and take 

implements”.154

Just a month after the raid on New Bells farm, in May 1932, Eve and Beb raced the 26 miles 

to Delvyn's Farm at Gestingthorpe, Essex to offer aid to a farmer resisting a similar distraint 

raid.155 Tensions ran high and Eve was among more than 35 farmers arrested.156 The incident 

resulted in substantial newspaper coverage. Eve, with her aristocratic background and 

youthful appearance, did not go unnoticed. A Daily Express article reporting on the farmers' 

threw this iron hurdle thing at one of the heffers [sic] cos [sic] it was the cattle were loose and missed the 
heffer but it hit my dairymaid and that was the sort of stmosphere [sic]...” Lady Eve Balfour, 'Sound Roll 10', 
Yesterday's Witness: Tithe War (BBC, 25/03/1972), p.3. Held by BBC Written Archive Centre (WAC)
152Lady Evelyn Balfour, Minutes of Evidence Taken Before the Royal Commission on Tithe Rentcharge Twelfth  
Day Friday, 11th January 1935 (HM Stationery Office, 1935), p. 337, paragraph 4324. It is worth noting that 
Eve's testimony to the Royal Commission resulted in the publication of two documents. One was the Minutes  
of Evidence referred to above. The other was the written evidence she submitted, entitled Evidence To Be  
Submitted to the Royal Commission on Tithe by Lady Evelyn Balfour, copies of which appear to have been 
distributed by the tithe protest movement before and after her hearing.
153The company was called General Dealers Ltd and seems to have existed for just a few years in the early-mid 
1930s. Its men would arrive without notice at farms, break into them, and forcibly remove equipment and 
animals. These were then sold and some of the profits given to the titheowners. Twinch argues that the 
company was set up by representatives of titheowners, although this was never officially acknowledged, and 
that it had a paramilitary quality owing to the presence of "members of the 'Black and Tans'. These 
unemployed ex-Army men wore a mixture of police (black) and army (tan) uniforms and had acquired a 
reputation for murder and mayhem in Ireland". Twinch, Tithe War, pp.158-164.
154Lady Evelyn Balfour, Minutes of Evidence, p. 343, paragraph 4428.
155Both Brander and Twinch refer to Beb Hearnden's account of the day, which included the claim that Eve and 
Beb managed to drive the 26 miles between New Bells and Delvyn farms in just 35 minutes. Clearly, part of the 
appeal of participating in the tithe protest movement was that it gave them an excuse to race around the 
countryside in their Buick. Brander, Eve Balfour, pp. 112-114; Twinch, Tithe War, p.100.
156They were charged with unlawful assembly but charges were later dropped against most of the defendants, 
including Eve. Accusations that the group resisting the distraint raid committed violent acts were, apparently, 
untrue. Twinch, Tithe War, p. 155; Brander, Eve Balfour, p.116. Brander's quote from Beb Hearnden's account 
of the day suggests Eve played a key role in ending a stand-off between men who had come to seize farm 
animals and/or equipment and those who had gathered to resist the seizure. This fits with Eve's assertion at 
the trial that she acted to stop a riot not to start one. Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.113-114.
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trial boasted a headline mentioning Eve by name. The piece was sympathetic to the tithe 

protesters' cause and was accompanied by a photo of Eve and another, harmless-looking 

defendant, a 74-year-old farmer.157 Public interest in Eve appears to have been happily 

exploited by the tithe protesters and by Eve herself and she quickly became something of a 

public figure, attracting far more attention as a political activist than she had as the co-author 

of several detective novels. She featured in local, regional, national and even overseas 

newspapers, such as Time and the Vancouver Sun. In most of the coverage, Eve's masculine 

dress and occupation received considerable attention, with her views on tithes given space in 

between descriptions of her cropped hair and flannel trousers. The diary and gossip columns 

of British newspapers also took note, producing commentary such as this undated and 

unidentified piece:

"Lady Eve Balfour, self-appointed Boadicea of Suffolk tithe malcontents, is 36 years 

of age, doesn't care who knows it.

Slim medium height, brown hair cut like a boy's. Favourite clothes corduroy trousers, 

belted at the waist, flannel shirt, tweed jacket. Usually bareheaded.

Niece of the great 'A.J'. Physically and mentally has, in repose, some of his well 

remembered langour and much of his charm.

Now works harder on farm than he ever could have. Some years makes a living, some 

years not. Might be a success in Parliament, though, like Lady Astor, obsessed by one 

idea."158

157"Harvest Interrupts A Tithe War Charge Against 36 Farmers: Lady Eve Balfour In The Dock", The Daily  
Express, 04/08/33: p.7. Eve's choice of dress – "an open-necked white shirt" – and her decision to remove her 
hat were remarked upon in the article. Carol Twinch reproduces this article in her book. Twinch, Tithe War, 
pp.155-156. 
158Unidentified, undated and unattributed cutting from Eve Balfour's own collection of papers relating to the 
tithe protest movement. E&MB. The description of Eve's masculine dress is at odds with many of her public 
appearances as a tithe protester. Photographs indicate that she usually made an effort to wear a skirt when 
she knew she might attract attention from the press. Nevertheless, the press was aware of her penchant for 
trousers and her man's job, as a Daily Express article boasting the headline “Trousered Daughter of Peer in 
Farmers' War” makes clear. In it, the author notes: “She does her own ploughing and harrowing and drives her 
own lorry, superintends the market gardening, poultry keeping and all other activities on the farm”. Later in 
the article a sentence in bold reads: “Lady Eve has cropped hair, and in her flannel trousers and open-neck 
shirt she looks like a handsome youth”. Towards the end of the piece, the subject of Eve's appearance is raised 
again: “Some one [sic] once asked Lady Eve if she ever wore a skirt, which amused her. As a matter of fact, she 
changed her trousers for a skirt and coat to-day before calling on her solicitor”. 'Trousered Daughter of Peer in 
Farmers' War', Daily Express, 01/08/33, p.3.
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The American news weekly Time magazine mentioned Eve in its coverage of the tithe 

dispute. In an article in its 14 August 1933 edition, Eve's involvement was described thus:

"Last week for the first time an aristocrat popped up among England's tithe-embattled 

farmers. Horsy and determined Lady Evelyn Balfour is a niece of the late, great Lord 

Balfour .... Last week pretty Lady Evelyn was among a crowd of more than 100 Essex 

and Sussex farmers who set upon a bailiff. After rescuing the bailiff, police charged 

Lady Evelyn and 36 farmers with 'unlawful assembly'. In Castle Hedingham Court, 

she protested that she had been trying to stop the riot."159

Eve also crops up in a painting and at least one popular song commemorating the tithe 

protests.160 Brander quotes from a tithe protest song written in honour of Eve and printed in 

some "southern papers" in 1933. Its final stanza reads:

"Then, Lady of the lovely name

Which even now is one with fame.

A sword a trumpet and a flame; 

our Queen, our Star, 

Lead on, we follow with acclaim, 

Lead us – to war!"161

Eve's participation in the campaign against tithe did not wane after her court appearance 

relating to the Delvyn Farm distraint raid. In 1933, the Suffolk Tithepayers Association 

published a 22-page pamphlet with Lady Eve Balfour listed as the author. Entitled What Is  

All This About Tithe?, it sold for 3d.162 In 1934, Eve was successful in securing the right to 

give evidence to the Royal Commission on tithe, called by the government in response to the 

159'Tithe Ware', Time, 14/08/33: pp.15-16. The article's description of the timing of events was highly 
inaccurate. However, the article underlines the press' interest in Eve's involvement in the tithe protests.
160A painting of a 1936 distraint sale features Eve prominently as one of the leaders of the Suffolk Tithepayers 
Association. The painting is held by the Museum of Rural Life, Stowmarket, Suffolk and is reproduced in 
Twinch's Tithe War.
161Brander, Eve Balfour, p.115.
162Lady Eve Balfour, What is All This About Tithe? (Suffolk Tithepayers Association, 1933). E&MB. See also 
Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.114-115. The pamphlet's contents include a brief history of tithe and sections bearing 
the following headings: The Farmer's Viewpoint, The Tithe-Owners View, The Tithe-Payers Association, The 
Effect of Seizures on Farmer and Church, The Odds Against the Farmer and A Suggested Solution.
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protest movement's vocal criticism of new proposed tithe legislation.163 Eve was one of 

several prominent tithe protesters who gave testimony to the Royal Commission on an 

individual basis instead of relying on the National Farmers Union's (NFU) tithe committee to 

represent her views. The fact that Eve gave evidence to the Royal Commission was an 

indication of her prominence within the tithe protest movement. It was also a sign of Eve's 

and others' dissatisfaction with the NFU and their perception that the largest and most 

powerful organisation representing British farmers was letting down owner-occupiers by 

failing to protest strongly enough against tithe.164 In the summer of 1934 – before she gave 

evidence to the Royal Commission - Eve expressed her frustration with the NFU in a speech 

to the newly-formed women's branch of the National Tithepayers Association. The Daily  

Press reported on Eve's speech:

"Lady Eve Balfour pointed out that although the Government had promised to set up 

the Commission there was no sign yet as to who was going to sit and when they 

would sit, or it it were true that the Government was only using the promise to shelve 

the whole question... There was, however, one excuse for the slow way in which the 

Government was moving, and that was the attitude of the NFU which, it seemed to 

her, no longer represented the tithe-paying farmer. On the tithe issue the policy of the 

NFU had done as much harm as anybody or anything else. 'It is my opinion,' said 

Lady Eve, 'that if they don't alter their tactics soon every occupying owner-farmer 

should leave the Union as a protest. The NFU has split itself right down the back and I 

intend to send in my resignation when my subscription expires."165

Eve's last high-profile act as a tithe protester appears to have been as a speaker at the tithe 

rally in Hyde Park on Midsummer Day 1936. A march through central London, from Victoria 

Embankment to Hyde Park, followed by a rally was organised to draw attention to resistance 

to the imminent introduction of a new tithe act.166 An estimated 5,000 country people 
163Twinch, Tithe War, p. 145.
164Twinch, Tithe War, p.153. According to Twinch, the NFU tithe committee was seen by Eve and others as far 
too willing to accept reforms to the tithe system that would continue to disadvantage smaller farmers. It is 
clear that Eve followed the passage through Parliament of the tithe bill since her collection of tithe-related 
material, includes a copy of House of Lords debates for Tuesday 17 April 1934 (91: 42), which included a 
second reading debate of the tithe bill. E&MB.
165Unattributed article, 'Women and Tithe: Protest Meeting at Oulton', The Daily Press, 23/04/34, page number 
unknown. Cutting from Eve Balfour's collection of material relating to the tithe protests. E&MB.
166The new tithe bill proposed a complicated compromise to the stand-off between farmers and titheowners. 
Officially, tithe would disappear, but tithepaying farmers would have to continue to make annual payments 
similar to rentcharge for decades to come. One of the most unpopular elements of the bill was the way these 
new annual payments were given compulsory tax status. The legal status of the tithe rentcharge had been 
much murkier and it was not possible for farmers' land to be seized because of failure to pay it. In future, this 
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descended on London for the day and Eve's high profile is proven by the fact she was chosen 

as one of the rally's speakers. Four platforms were set up in Hyde Park, with Eve speaking 

from platform one. Other speakers included well-known names such as Captain George Pitt 

Rivers, the rural novelist-activist Doreen Wallace and Sir Stafford Cripps.167 With the 

successful introduction of the 1936 tithe bill and talk of another major war, the tithe protest 

movement lost momentum and eventually faded away. However, several of the movement's 

core strategists fought on and there is evidence that Eve remained involved to some extent 

into the early years of the war. Amongst a collection of tithe-related material that Eve kept 

for the rest of her life are papers relating to the post-1936 period, including war-time 

correspondence from the Tithe Redemption Commission requesting that Eve pay 

"redemption annuities".168 Eve may have followed the recommendation of the Suffolk 

Tithepayers Association and delayed paying.169

1930s Journalism

In addition to her role as a leading light in the tithe protest movement, Eve developed a 

sideline in agricultural journalism during the early 1930s. While a good deal of Eve's 1930s 

writing was linked to the tithe protests170 – and, thus, was presumably produced free of charge 

– she also wrote farming-related articles for money. Brander argues that Eve's articles for the 

Farmer & Stockbreeder and, possibly, other agricultural magazines were an important source 

of income in the difficult years following the Wall Street crash.171 He identifies an article 

written by Eve in 1929 but not accepted for publication by any magazine as Eve's first 

attempt at agricultural journalism. It focused on the "way in which wealthy brewers were 

stifling the market for home-grown barley..." by rigging barley prices in order to keep them 

would be possible. For an explanation of the 1936 tithe bill see Twinch, Tithe War, pp.166-167.
167Twinch, Tithe War; pp.176-177.
168Two requests from the Tithe Redemption Commission, issued in May 1940, are among Eve's tithe-related 
papers. Twinch discusses the Tithe Redemption Commission and gives examples of its confiscation of some 
farmers' bank accounts, milk and wheat cheques during the war. Twinch also cites the war-time imprisonment 
of a couple of farmers for non payment of tithe redemption annuities. Twinch, Tithe War, pp.247-248.
169The Association produced a single sheet, entitled "Tithe in War-time", asking tithe payers to continue to 
support the cause by slowing down the collection of redemption annuities: "Your Committee suggests that if 
the Collectors press you for payment, you should communicate at once with your War Agricultural Committee 
– reply to the Collectors in a strain that will make for delay. If you let the matter go to court, appeal for time to 
pay. Do not pay on demand. Tithepayers who object to the Tithe Acts weaken the force of any protest they 
may make if they pay voluntarily." 'Tithe in War-time' (Suffolk Tithepayers Association, publication date 
unknown) E&MB.
170An example of Eve's tithe-related journalism is an article she wrote for The News-Letter: The National Labour  
Fortnightly. In it, Eve outlines a series of key anti-tithe arguments. Lady Evelyn Balfour, 'Tithe: A Reply to Mr 
Denman', The News-Letter: The National Labour Fortnightly, 11/11/33, pp. 9-11.
171Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.108, 117.
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low. This allowed brewers to buy cheap imported barley and, in the process, discouraging 

many British farmers from growing the crop.172 Although Eve appears to have written the 

article in the hope of seeing it published, the piece was also part of a wider goal: to mount a 

public campaign against barley price fixing, perhaps another indication of Eve's tendency 

toward political activism.173 By 1930, Eve had been successful in selling at least one story, a 

cheerful article about the trials and tribulations of running a farm on Christmas Day.174 A few 

years later, in 1934, an article by Eve about her milk retailing business was published by the 

Farmer & Stockbreeder.175 Boasting the headline "The Producer-Retailer's Lot", this was a 

more ambitious and sophisticated piece of writing in which she used humour to describe the 

challenges of being both a producer and retailer before explaining her recent switch from 

using traditional glass bottles to waxed paper 'bottles' for milk delivery. She argues that 

waxed paper bottles are not only more convenient and hygienic, but are also highly cost 

effective. There is no mention that Eve had recently invested in, or was in some way 

involved, in a waxed paper bottle manufacturing venture and, thus, might benefit if other 

farmers began using them, too.176 Although Brander suggests that Eve wrote quite a few 

articles for major agricultural titles such as the Farmer & Stockbreeder during the early 

1930s, a detailed picture of how frequently articles by Eve were published, how much she 

might have earned from them, the range of topics she covered and/or the titles for which she 

wrote has yet to be compiled. The articles referred to by Brander and discussed here are 

known because copies were kept by either Eve or by members of her family. More research is 

needed in order to gain a clearer picture of Eve's 1930s journalism.177

172Brander, Eve Balfour, p.99
173In addition to seeking publication of the article, Eve attempted to interest her uncle, former prime minister 
Arthur James Balfour, in the issue. "She was determined to try to get her beloved 'Nunkie' to take an interest 
in the issue if possible, but he was becoming too old and feeble to take an active interest and despite her 
mother's help they eventually failed to get a campaign under way." Brander, Eve Balfour, p.99.
174Brander quotes from this article but does not provide publication details. Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.108-109. 
Further research is needed to determine which publication it ran in and when. It is likely to have been 
published between 1930-1932. Research to date confirms it was not published in 1930 in Farmer & Stock-
Breeder.
175Eve Balfour, 'The Producer-Retailer's Lot', Farmer & Stockbreeder, 5 March 1934, p. 547.
176A letter written by Mary Balfour suggests that Eve was financially involved in a waxed paper carton business. 
Mary Balfour to Kathleen Balfour, 28/09/35. Held by the Soil Association (SA). Michael Brander also refers to 
this venture. Brander, Eve Balfour, p.122.
177A fire destroyed Eve's office – a Nissen hut – in December 1952, taking with it a good deal of material. It is 
possible that copies of other articles Eve wrote during the 1930s and the Second World War were destroyed in 
this fire.
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Farming in the 1930s

It is particularly difficult to piece together details of Eve's farming during the 1930s, since the 

paper trail associated with it is more limited and fragmented than that of the 1920s. Based on 

letters between Balfour family members, it would seem Eve's finances were relatively stable 

at the beginning of the 1930s but became more precarious as the decade wore on.178 By the 

end of the 1930s the future of New Bells was once again uncertain. Brief but recurring 

references in correspondence suggest that during the 1930s Eve continued to borrow money, 

apparently from contacts within her social circle rather than from her family. Although New 

Bells Farm continued to be run as a mixed farm boasting a dairy (until the mid-30s) and 

fields sown with arable crops, including wheat, Eve also embarked on a series of more 

specialist ventures, including what agricultural historians have come to term “alternative 

husbandry”. Market gardening and flower growing was one such specialist venture, begun in 

the early 1930s when Eve and Beb were also involved in tithe protests. By 1934, the two had 

opened a 'Suffolk Farm Shop' in Marylebone, London selling produce grown at New Bells 

Farm and possibly other local farms.179 Whether the market gardening business was always 

intended to link up with a dedicated farm shop or whether the idea of a farm shop arose only 

after the market gardening began is not known. No other writer or historian discussing Eve 

Balfour's life has, thus far, noted the existence of the farm shop, which opened in the spring 

of 1934. It was still operating in the autumn of 1935, but does not seem to have survived into 

the 1940s.180 In addition to the farm shop itself, by the autumn of 1935 Eve was producing a 

catalogue of goods, suggesting that New Bells Farm or the shop may have offered a mail-

order service.181 More research is needed to gain a better understanding of the farm shop and 
178I believe Eve was relatively financially stable at the beginning of the 1930s –  perhaps even feeling flush – 
since she and Beb spent a month in America at the end of 1931. This was Eve's first trip to America and it may 
be that the trip was made possible by an injection of cash from royalties associated with their detective novels 
or the sale of film and/or foreign language rights. Brander, Eve Balfour, p.112. Contradicting this is a reference 
in Eve's written testimony to the Royal Commission on tithe suggests she was borrowing money in the early 
1930s: “From 1928 onwards I paid tithe out of capital. That is to say, I borrowed the money. In 1930 I had to 
reduce my labour. By 1931 I had exhausted my borrowing capacity”. Lady Evelyn Balfour, Evidence Submitted  
to the Royal Commission, (Suffolk Tithepayers Association, undated, probably late 1934).
179It is not clear whether this was the name of the shop, but this is how Betty Balfour referred to the shop in 
letters.
180Betty Balfour discusses the 'Suffolk Farm Shop' in several letters written to her daughters Mary and Kathleen 
in 1934. From these it is possible to date the opening of the shop to some time in the spring or early summer 
of 1934. Beb seems to have been the manager. In one letter Betty refers to a recent visit to the shop: "I never 
saw so many peas in all my life and all fresh – but it would be kinder to the shop if they had fewer at a time" 
and later in the same letter: "...not one flower in the shop till the bundles ... and then suddenly the shop 
looked alive – gay and bejewelled. Awful catastrophe while I was there – one of their tall glass vases fell and 
smashed. I am replacing it." Betty Balfour to Mary Balfour, exact date unknown, but some time in 1934, SA.
181Betty refers to the "Haughley Hud catalogue" in a 1935 letter, Haughley being the village in which New Bells 
Farm is located. Betty writes to her daughter Kathleen: "I've been studying the Haughley Hud catalogue – I do 
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catalogue, but even without knowing more the establishment of the shop was clearly a 

significant venture, and one undertaken at a time when Eve and Beb were still busy with anti-

tithe campaigning. Just as Eve chose to market her milk direct via a milk round, she also 

sought to sell vegetables and flowers direct, rather than rely on wholesaling. The possibility 

of greater profit must have been a motivating force in the decision to opt for direct sale of 

fresh vegetable produce and flowers, but it may also have reflected a belief in the principle of 

direct marketing as a method of protecting Eve's interests as a 'home producer'. During the 

inter war years there were voices within the agricultural sector arguing against the increasing 

power of 'middlemen' and the rise of larger, department-style shops, and in favour of the 

maintenance and/or re-establishment of direct relationships between farmers and consumers.
182 Eve may have been among those who sought to circumvent distributors and large-scale 

retailers, both for financial and socio-political reasons.183 She was certainly concerned about 

the impact of free trade on 'home producers', as a letter she wrote in 1933 demonstrates:

“The Labour party represents international unity of workers, and the Conservative party 

which once represented the countryside now in the main represents international 

finance, and is governed by the Bank of England and the City. Both these parties seem 

to me to be pursuing their ideals at the expense of the home producer. (by which I mean 

those engaged in industry and agriculture, whether employer or employed.) [sic] The 

home producer can go to the wall if it is better for the wage earner in Central Europe, or 

if the City can line its pockets on foreign dividends or by juggling with currency 

fluctuations. I think it is time that the home producers, in this widest sense of the word, 

banded together and demanded a look in”.184

love the names of the Irises – who would not be proud to be descended from Haughley Brilliant Dairyman or 
Playford Viceroy or Great Barford Wild Duke or Haughley Enchanted Duke... No 1 Cowslip seems to have been 
the best milker of all. How they vary in this – from 30 or 40 lbs a day to 6!" Betty Balfour to Kathleen Balfour, 
27/09/35, SA.
182Organisations such as New Britain and the Economic Reform Club and Institute acted as outlets for critical 
interpretations of the international finance system and the way it hurt the interests of 'producers', notably 
farmers. Eve spoke at the Economic Reform Club in the 1940s, although no information about whether she 
was a member and for how long is available. As the 1930s wore on, some of those who criticised the 
international finance system began to infer that all middlemen were Jewish and/or that Jewish financiers were 
responsible for the rise of middlemen. Eve was not interested in pursuing anti-Semitic arguments, as discussed 
in the final section of this chapter.
183Eve expressed such ideas later in her career, once she has turned to organic farming. It is possible that 
during the early to mid-1930s Eve already believed farmers should seek to protect themselves by bypassing 
middlemen and that such action would deliver not only financial rewards to farmers but wider socio-political 
benefits, such as healing the rift between urban and rural communities.
184Eve Balfour to Mr Brayshaw, 25/11/33, E&MB.
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By the middle of the decade, at about the time Eve took up market gardening and opened the 

London retail business with Beb, she was in need of a new source of  income to replace that 

which had been generated by milk sales since the establishment of the New Bells Dairy milk 

round in the mid-1920s. For reasons that are not entirely clear and yet seem to relate both to 

the seizure of her cows during the tithe distraint raid on her farm in April 1932 and to new 

rules introduced by the Milk Marketing Board, Eve sold her dairy herd in October 1935.185 

This is a mere year and a half after she wrote "The Producer-Retailer's Lot" for the Farmer & 

Stockbreeder about the success of her milk round. The sale of the New Bells milk herd also 

meant that the farm's population shrank, as several of Eve's friends who worked in the dairy 

departed.186 By the following year Eve was gearing up to invest in pig farming, an indication 

that like other farmers of the day she believed this would be a profitable avenue.187 An 

outbreak of foot and mouth towards the end of 1937 may have hit the farm's finances, 

although it isn't clear whether New Bells was directly affected.188 It is also during the mid-

1930s that Eve was active in a factory-based venture, probably involving the production of 

wax paper cartons.189 A letter written by Betty Balfour just before the sale of the milk herd 

depicts Eve at the centre of the factory-based venture:

"I had such a good day with Eve and it was fun seeing her as overseer at her factory and 

hearing her business talk with [illegible word] and realising how much technical 

knowledge she now has. Sad tho' that when the new factory is started all those workers 

185Betty Balfour mentions, in a letter written in September 1935, that the milk herd will be sold at auction on 2 
October. Betty Balfour to Kathleen Balfour, exact date unknown, but some time in September 1935, SA. The 
seizure of some of her cows in 1932 probably meant that Eve had to buy new cows to replace them. This may 
have been costly and it may also have meant that her 'new' herd was not as productive as her previous one. 
This may be why Eve claimed that the distraint raid contributed to the end of her dairy herd, however, this is 
speculation on my part.
186Letters written by Betty Balfour refer to the departure of these friends with sadness. 'Puck' had worked at 
New Bells for 16 years and left for a new job in Ipswich. Ella also left for Ipswich, while "poor old John is to stay 
for her keep till she hears of something, but she dreads the loneliness after the crowd. Dolly and Arthur go 
after the sale". Bernie (another woman) stayed on to do the housekeeping. Betty Balfour to Mary Balfour, 
10/09/35; Betty Balfour to Kathleen Balfour, exact date unknown but some time in September 1935, SA.
187In a letter to Mary Balfour written in May 1935, Eve refers to plans to invest in pigsties. Eve Balfour to Mary 
Balfour, 07/05/35, SA. Pig farming was on the rise during the inter war years. See Brown, Agriculture in  
England, p. 96.
188Betty writes to Mary about the foot and mouth outbreak: "Please tell Eve sympathy for her and all fellow 
farmers acute from Father, Nell, K, Richard, Ral, Jean and self. The slaughter makes Nell furious. She thinks it so 
unnecessary and as Eve said on the telephone it can't go on if there are many such outbreaks." Betty Balfour to 
Mary Balfour, 08/11/37, SA.
189Brander refers to Eve's 1934 article "The Producer-Retailer's Lot" for the Farmer & Stockbreeder with 
reference to her involvement in a paper carton production business: "...it is apparent that Eve was financially 
involved in the company which ultimately appears to have had to cease operations". Brander, Eve Balfour, 
p.124.
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at Rickmansworth will be thrown out of employment and the the new factory will be at 

Acton."190

Another important event of the mid-1930s was Eve's purchase of the next door farm, Walnut 

Tree, and the arrival of Alice Debenham. According to Brander, the 80-acre Walnut Tree 

Farm was a victim of the depression and "Eve was able to purchase the farm at the foreclosed 

price of five shillings an acre". Eve did not have the capital to buy the farm but borrowed it.191 

At about the same time, Alice Debenham, an arthritic 68-year-old who had studied medicine 

in her youth and who had experience of farm management, visited and agreed to rent the 

house at Walnut Tree Farm and to spend several thousand pounds modernising it. It would 

seem that Alice Debenham came to hear of Eve and Walnut Tree Farm through Eve's long-

term companion Kathleen Carnley. Debenham quickly became Eve's "benefactress" and 

would prove a great ally at the end of the decade when Eve encountered organic theories 

about compost-based farming.192

An alternative approach: health, religion, food, dress

It was not simply as an activist farmer that Eve Balfour ploughed an unusual furrow during 

the 1930s. Eve was clearly someone interested in a series of what now might be termed 

'alternative' ideas. She ate differently, she frequently dressed differently, she was interested in 

alternative theories of health and she held unconventional religious beliefs. The 

circumstantial evidence is strong for identifying Eve Balfour as part of the inter war period's 

loose community of affluent health faddists, 'cranks' and garden city enthusiasts, some of 

whom – as Jan Marsh explores - were also committed to going 'back to the land'.193

190Betty Balfour to Kathleen Balfour, 28/09/35, SA.
191Brander, Eve Balfour, p.111. A letter written by Betty Balfour explains that Walnut Tree cost £800, which Eve 
borrowed from a wealthy family friend (referred to by Betty as 'Ireland', if I have deciphered the name 
correctly), "who gladly lent it!" Betty Balfour to Kathleen Balfour, exact date unknown but some time in 
September 1935, SA.
192Benefactress is the term used by Eve's mother Betty to describe Alice. Betty also described Alice as "the Fairy 
Godmother". She was clearly a wealthy woman as she paid for electricity to be installed at not only Walnut 
Tree farmhouse but also at New Bells farmhouse. Kathleen Carnley - known as KC - lived at New Bells Farm 
from about 1926 onward, having previously spent time working in the USA. A Yorkshire woman, she became 
Eve's long-term companion from about 1938/39 until her death in 1976. E. B Balfour, 'Obituary: Kathleen 
Carnley 1888-1976' (A6, four-page pamphlet written by Eve and presumably produced for KC's memorial 
service). Multiple copies are among Eve Balfour's papers. E&MB. Also see biographical note published in July 
1958, Mother Earth (p.168).
193Jan Marsh, Back to the Land: The pastoral impulse in England from 1880 to 1914 (Quartet Books, 1982), pp. 
5,7, 27-28, 93. Dorothy Porter also links alternative health enthusiasts of the inter war period with a range of 
related movements dedicated to “health and social progress”: “New exercise movements such as eurhythmics 
were linked to dietary and sexual reform, dress reform, nude sunbathing, mountain climbing, hiking and sea 
bathing in a variety of utopian philosophies of physical culture and alternative lifestyles”. Dorothy Porter, 
Health, Civilization and the State: A history of public health from ancient to modern times, (Routledge, 1999), p. 
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In terms of clothing, Eve frequently opted for trousers when on the farm in the 1930s, 

perhaps suggesting a feminist approach to dress as well as a practical one. However, it is the 

clothing Eve wore at the beginning of the inter war period, during her first years of farming at 

New Bells that may suggest a connection to an 'alternative' sub-culture. Photos taken of Eve 

and her friends at New Bells during the 1920s frequently show her and others in woolen 

breeches or stockings paired with tunics. Brander refers to this style of dress being the norm 

at New Bells. Reminiscent of medieval and/or peasant clothing – or, rather, contemporary 

understandings of such historical dress – these breeches and tunic combinations appear to 

have been influenced by the nostalgia-infused aesthetic of the Arts and Crafts movement as 

well as of the dress reform movement, which included those who argued that wool was 

healthier than other fabrics, particularly cotton; the latter was believed to produce noxious 

fumes capable of creating ill-death and disease.194 During the late nineteenth century and the 

early years of the twentieth, 'healthy' woolen combinations were worn by dress reform 

followers, famously by the vegetarian playwright George Bernard Shaw. Marsh argues that 

many involved in experiments with dress reform were also interested in other 'alternative' 

pursuits: “Dress reform was closely linked to diet reform... dietary reform meant 'No flesh 

eating' or vegetarianism”.195 Vegetarianism was an interest of Eve Balfour's from an early 

age, according to Brander, who claims Eve was introduced to the concept at the age of eight, 

after being “horrified” by a pheasant shoot she witnessed on the Balfour family estate at 

Whittingehame. She immediately announced that she would become vegetarian and this was 

accepted by her family. Although Eve was never a strict vegetarian, Brander argues that for 

the rest of her life Eve avoided meat whenever possible.196

305.
194The wool vs cotton debate was a significant one, sparked in the late 19th century by Gustav Jaeger, who 
argued in a pseudo-scientific tract entitled Essays on Health Culture and the Sanitary Woolen System that wool 
should be worn, especially next to the skin, because it was a 'sanitary' fabric made from animal fur, while 
cotton was unsanitary, because it was made from plant material and, thus, produced dangerous, noxious 
substances. First published in English in 1887 by Waterlow & Sons of London, Essays on Health Culture 
influenced the British dress reform movement.
195Marsh, Back to the Land,. p. 196. Interestingly, Marsh quotes A F Hills, who linked vegetarianism with the 
concept of vitality: “It is not enough to abstain from the indulgence in dead and stimulating foods; under the 
new gospel of vegetarianism we listen to the beatitudes of Vital Food and Vital Drink”. Vitality and the idea 
that some foods are more vital than others was a key assumption underlying Eve Balfour's discussion of 
nutrition in her wartime book, The Living Soil.
196Brander, Eve Balfour: pp.19-20.  A letter written by Eve when she was studying at Reading during the First 
World War confirms she was keeping to a vegetarian aged 20: “Is the fat ration ¼ lb for every kind of fat? I am 
assuming it is... I shall be keeping all my rations except eggs and I am going to let myself exceed in these 
because I eat no meat. This is legitimate isn't it?”Eve Balfour to Betty Balfour, 26/01/18, Betty Balfour papers, 
GD433/2/361/pp. 24-30.
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In addition to vegetarianism and dress reform, Eve Balfour was also interested in fashionable 

but unconventional theories about health, as well as in the impact of nutrition on health. By 

the 1930s, Eve, her sister Mary and other members of their family subscribed to theories 

about the health benefits of fresh air, particularly sleeping out of doors.197 Eve's personal 

belief in the healing power of fresh air is clear from a letter Betty Balfour wrote in 1934 

about Nan, her and her sister Mary's old nanny, who spent her later years living with the 

sisters at New Bells Farm and who was, at this point, just a month away from death: "Last 

night I had a word with Eve about Nan. She says she is worried because the other lung is now 

affected, as well as the phlelitis [sic], and she thinks she may have to tell Nan so as to 

persuade her to sleep out of doors..."198 The next summer Betty was writing to Mary to say 

that she hoped she was sleeping outdoors in a bid to cure her eczema.199 In 1939, as the first 

Christmas of the Second World War drew near, Eve and Mary were both frequently sleeping 

out of doors in shelters partially open to the elements.200 In the 3 December 1939 entry of 

Mary Balfour's weekly war-time diary letter to her mother, Mary writes: "Still sleeping out! 

But the weather shows signs of sharpness at last... I shall sleep out till it is too cold for my 

nose!”201 Mary was still sleeping out on 7 December, but by Christmas, both she and Eve 

were indoors.

Evidence that Eve was interested in nutrition prior to her adoption of organic food and 

farming ideas is less detailed. Nonetheless, I would argue that Eve is likely to have been 

interested in the impact of nutrition on health as a young adult, before she encountered 

organic arguments. An incident in 1926 is suggestive. Suffering from a short but alarming 

illness involving fever and abdominal pain, Eve refused the advice of two local doctors, who 

both said it was caused by a kidney stone and that an operation was necessary. Instead, Eve 

listened to "Charles of Ipswich", who did not believe there was a kidney stone but that the 

"pain was due to an inflamed gland". He ordered Eve to remove all fats from her diet, which 

Betty Balfour claimed quickly solved the problem.202  Also, in her unpublished 1929 article 

about barley price fixing, Eve expresses an interest in nutrition, arguing that short-cuts in beer 

production may be compromising the nutritional quality of the drink: "In past times beers in 

197Marsh discusses theories about the benefits of fresh air in Back to the Land, pp.238-241. She argues that 
during the Edwardian period fresh air theories were linked to other movements that challenged restrictive 
social conventions, including vegetarianism, the rational dress movement, and 'Healthy Life' principles.
198Betty Balfour to Mary Balfour, 30/05/34, SA.
199Betty Balfour to Mary Balfour, 15/07/35, SA.
200These shelters had roofs to protect sleepers from rain but were open at the side.
201Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 1-8/12/1939, SA.
202Brander, Eve Balfour, p. 85.
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this country were brewed from British barley malt and hops and British beer was renowned 

for its excellence. Today the percentage of British malt used is very small and in many cases 

adulterated with beans, maize and sugar with the result that, in a great many doctors' 

opinions, beer which was once a wholesome drink is now not only useless, but in some cases 

injurious to the system...".203

It is in the area of religion where evidence of Eve Balfour's unconventional views is 

strongest. Her adherence to Spiritualist beliefs continued unbroken throughout the 1930s. 

Whether Eve and her gang's experiments with automatic writing, ouija boards and Mary 

Balfour acting as 'trance medium' became less frequent is not clear, but Eve's belief in the 

possibility of communication with spirits of the deceased appears to have been as strong as 

ever. In 1934, Eve wrote a letter to her sister Mary describing an instance when she felt the 

presence of their old nanny, who had recently died:

"Just read your letter. Must write at once after getting it just to tell you that Nan has 

been at the shop this week.204 It was almost a shock to read in your letter that you 

didn't feel like leaving her alone at New Bells. Because I haven't been able to get her 

out of my mind all this week and for the first time since her death until last night I 

wasn't happy. It wasn't exactly that I felt she was unhappy, but do what I could I kept 

getting filled with such self-reproach at the things I had failed to do and say to her 

when she was near, but I couldn't get contact again, my misery of self-reproach 

seemed to create a fog between us and then last night we got close again and she 

comforted me and was her darling self and I know the reason she was in London was 

because she preferred to be there than without either of us at New Bells. You can 

show this to Mother.

In haste but love,

Eve"205

203Quoted by Brander, Eve Balfour: p.99.
204Eve wrote this letter in London, where she was staying, possibly managing the farm shop temporarily. Mary 
was not at New Bells Farm either, so both sisters were away from the farm at the same time.
205Eve Balfour to Mary Balfour, exact date unknown but some time in second half of 1934, SA. This letter was 
written after Nan's death at the end of June/early July 1934. Her death was distressing for both Eve and Mary, 
who had lived with her almost continuously since they were young children.
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A year later, when Eve and Mary met Alice Debenham and found that she was keen to rent 

Walnut Tree farmhouse and to fund a series of costly improvements, including electrification, 

they felt Nan's spirit had orchestrated the arrival of this "fairy Godmother".206

The political position of Eve Balfour: Conservative anti-fascist?

Academic writing focusing on the early organic movement in Britain has exposed the 

presence of a good many individuals with far-right and/or fascist sympathies.207 Many of the 

interwar rural revivalist, pro-organic figures referred to at the beginning of this chapter have 

attracted attention for the way they combined anti-democratic and/or fascist ideas with 

support for organic farming. Given the strength of far right and/or fascist sentiment amongst 

organic enthusiasts in the late 1930s, including those with overtly anti-Semitic views, as well 

as the involvement of far-righters in the post-war Soil Association, it would seem essential to 

examine Eve Balfour's political position in this period.

Substantial evidence exists to indicate that, unlike some members of her class and a good 

many early organicists, Eve Balfour was not drawn to fascism. Neither was she interested in 

the extreme left. Eve appears to have been committed to the concept of parliamentary 

democracy, if often cynical about its capacity to instigate change. She understood the 

workings of the parliamentary system and seems to have remained relatively loyal to the 

Conservative party throughout her life, despite disagreeing with specific policies and/or the 

performance of certain Conservative politicians or governments.208 The central role played by 

Eve's family within the Conservative party, Government and in Parliament during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was probably significant in establishing within Eve 

an understanding of, and a commitment to, parliamentary democracy – as well as feeding her 

frustrations with its shortcomings. As she grew older, Eve Balfour's interest in party politics 

appears to have waned, while her religious beliefs grew.

Even during the early 1930s, at the height of public disquiet about conventional politics' 

seeming inability to respond adequately to global economic crisis, Eve does not appear to 

206In a letter describing Alice Debenham's arrival and her eagerness to become part of the New Bells and 
Walnut Tree set, and to fund improvements, Betty wrote: "Eve and Mary confident Nan has arranged it all 
from the other side". Betty Balfour to Kathleen Balfour, exact date unknown but some time September 1935, 
SA.
207Those who have explored this aspect of the history of the British organic movement include Anna Bramwell, 
Philip Conford, Matthew Reed, David Matless, Malcolm Chase and Richard Moore-Colyer.
208 I do not meant to suggest that Eve Balfour was a Conservative Party member. I do not know this to be the 
case, or not. However, her views on political matters of the day appear to have been most closely aligned with 
Conservative views and policies, particularly her dislike for trade unionism.
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have contemplated non-democratic options. Instead, she wondered whether a new 

parliamentary party was the answer. Eve Balfour also appears to have been both aware of and 

to have condemned anti-Semitism during the 1930s. She knew something of the plight of 

German Jews and by the time the war began she had a Jewish refugee living and working at 

New Bells farm. In 1941, Eve let New Bells farmhouse to a Jewish organisation, which used 

it to accommodate Jewish refugee children. Her family's seat in East Lothian was also 

transformed into a home for Jewish refugee children during the Second World War.

Investigation by historians of fascist organisations operating in Britain during the inter-war 

period has demonstrated the political heterogeneity of those who became involved in the 

movement. Although the leadership of some fascist organisations drew heavily on ex-military 

officers and others likely to have established links with the Conservative party, there were 

quite a number of former Labour party supporters and not a few ex-Communists who decided 

fascism represented the way forward, after all.209 Without denying the diversity of inter war 

fascists' political histories, Martin Pugh argues that the British fascist world view during this 

period corresponded closely to that of the right wing of the Conservative party. The fascist 

vision of a new governing system that would do away with a feeble and prevaricating 

Parliament and take decisive action to control the economy in order to create an orderly and 

moral society overlapped with views held by many right-wing Conservatives. The far right of 

the Conservative party was populated, according to Pugh, by people frightened by recent 

social and political changes and opposed to the laissez-fair economic policies of the main 

political parties. Many such people became convinced that a combination of forces - 

extension of the vote to women and working men, Bolshevism, perceived moral degeneracy, 

unfettered free trade, the prospect of home rule in India – represented a crisis of unparalleled 

proportions and one that had no hope of being resolved by a 'flabby' liberal democracy. 

Democracy was part of the problem, in the eyes of many right-wing Conservatives, according 

to Pugh, and this distrust of democracy was something they shared with fascists.210 

In certain respects, Eve Balfour's political views during the inter war period match those of 

the Conservative right wing. She was critical of free trade and felt strongly that British 
209Colin Cross, The Fascists in Britain (Barrie & Rockliff, 1961), pp. 67-68; Martin Durham, Women and Fascism  
(Routledge, 1998), pp.27-28; Pugh, Hurrah, p.53.
210Pugh, "Chapter 5: Boiled Shirt Fascism", Hurrah, pp.75-91. Pugh underlines his argument that the 
Conservative right wing and the fascist movement shared a good deal of common ground by arguing that some 
Conservatives, including some MPs and other leading lights, "maintained dual membership" - officially 
combining fascism and Conservatism – without "disadvantaging" themselves socially or politically. This is a 
central argument of Pugh's and examples of Conservatives who were also members of fascist organisations are 
dotted throughout Hurrah for the Blackshirts! In particular, pp. 5-6, 60-62, 77, 146-148.



64

farmers should not have to compete against limitless quantities of cheap food imports. This 

was a view held by many Conservative party supporters, especially those among the landed 

gentry and aristocracy whose economic fortunes, based on the value of land, had been 

curtailed in recent decades thanks to Britain's commitment to free trade.211 However, 

opposition to free trade was not only the domain of far-right Tories, frustrated by their party's 

unwillingness to push for protective duties on food imports. It was also a key policy of the 

British Union of Fascists (BUF) and several other fascist organisations. In fact, Pugh and 

Twinch argue that the BUF's decision to support agricultural protectionism was a tactic 

designed to attract disaffected Conservatives, fed up with their party's unwillingness to 

confront financiers about the damage being done to British agriculture and rural communities 

as a result of free trade.212 Eve Balfour also shared the view held by many Conservatives and 

fascists that 'middle men' should not be allowed to profit at the expense of primary producers, 

such as farmers. The seemingly-unstoppable rise of the middle man, earning a profit through 

the distribution of goods rather than their production, was an injustice that could no longer be 

ignored, according to Eve. However, where Eve seems to have parted company with many 

Conservatives and fascists was in her failure - or was it unwillingness? - to typify the middle 

man issue as a specifically Jewish problem. Eve avoided vilifying or 'stereotyping' middle 

men. Indeed, she does not personalise middle men in any way, failing to refer to them by any 

of the terms used by anti-Semites to infer Jewishness. There are no references to urban, alien 

or foreign influences.213 Instead, she presents the middle man issue as a structural problem or 

error within the British economy - not one caused by nasty people, usually Jewish, amassing 

ill-gotten fortunes while British farmers and small shopkeepers faced bankruptcy. This latter, 

anti-Semitic argument was the one expounded by fascists in the 1930s. Many historians have 

commented on the casual anti-Semitism in British society before the Second World War. 

Even Britons who disapproved of Hitler's anti-Semitism because they felt it was excessive 

211Free trade had a devastating effect on British agriculture, particularly after the First World War, as increasing 
volumes of cheap food were imported, often undercutting British agricultural goods. This became a crucial 
factor in the progressive decline in the value of agricultural land in Britain. 
212Pugh, Hurrah,pp. 206-209. Twinch's account of the BUF's anti-tithe position supports the view that the party 
sought to exploit the indifference of the Conservatives to the plight of tithe-paying farmers. Tithe War, pp. 
127-131, 225.
213At several points in her career, Eve expressed concern about the urban-rural divide in Britain and the way in 
which this made it difficult for farmers to have direct relationships with the purchasers of food. However, Eve 
never demonised urban life or its residents and refrained from using derogatory terms of the sort favoured by 
fascists, such as “urban scum” or “parasitic”. This is in contrast to the views of many rural revivalists of the 
inter war years and 1940s, whose writings often focused on the unnatural-ness and, indeed, moral degeneracy 
of urban life.
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often expressed views that would today be considered anti-Semitic.214 Therefore, I argue that 

it is noteworthy that Eve Balfour appears to have failed entirely to allude to Jews when 

discussing the injustices she identified as arising from international finance and Britain's 

commitment to free trade.

The second detective novel co-authored by Eve in the 1920s also supports the argument that 

she was not interested in promoting anti-Semitic conspiracy theories. If The Enterprising 

Burglar is examined for messages it may contain regarding Eve's view of Jews, it would 

seem that at the time of writing (probably 1927) Eve was happy to make use of certain Jewish 

stereotypes – generally those relating to the physical characteristics or social manner of 

Jewish people – but was not interested in feeding fears of Jewish conspiracy. The 

Enterprising Burglar, co-written with Beryl 'Beb' Hearnden, includes a Jewish character. 

Isaac Jacob is depicted as physically unattractive – he's "an oily little Jew" with a "fat, greasy 

face" – yet he is one of the novel's good guys. He is intensely loyal to the novel's 

quintessentially English, upper-crust hero and he plays an active role in efforts to defeat the 

villains.215 For contemporary readers, the depiction of Isaac Jacob is likely to cause unease, 

owing to the authors' use of stereotypes regarded today as indicative of anti-Semitism and a 

rather patronising tone. Nevertheless, the portrayal of Isaac Jacob as a firm ally of the hero 

seems almost calculated to undermine anti-Semitic arguments about the alleged 

untrustworthiness of Jewish people.

On the issue of Bolshevism, Eve was stoutly Conservative. She wholeheartedly opposed 

Communism and, as previously discussed, supported the government during the 1926 

General Strike. The Enterprising Burglar is about the Communist threat and tells the tale of a 

charismatic, power-hungry, foreign villain attempting to foment Communist revolution in 

Britain. He is thwarted by a aristocratic young man who moonlights as a Robin Hood-style 

jewellery thief, aided by an entourage of Bright Young Things. Most accounts of inter-war 

British fascism acknowledge that fear of imminent Communist revolution was at times 

widespread, particularly in the 1920s. Authors such as Chris Cross and Richard Griffiths 

identify this fear as a significant motivating force in many individuals' decision to join a 

fascist organisation.216 Eve was certainly aware of the Communist threat, however, she does 
214Richard Griffiths, Fellow Travellers of the Right: British Enthusiasts for Nazi Germany 1933-9 (Constable, 
1980), pp. 11, 59-65; Pugh, Hurrah, pp. 14, 89, 214-219, 232-233.
215Hearnden Balfour, The Enterprising Burglar (Houghton Mifflin, 1928), pp. 73-77, 125-127, 274-276.
216Griffiths, Fellow Travellers, pp. 15, 212, 232, 235-236. A well-known example of how fear of Bolshevism 
could prompt an individual to embrace fascism is the case of Rotha Lintorn-Orman, founder of the British 
Fascists.
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not appear to have been convinced that Communism was about to overtake Britain. The 

message of Eve's anti-Communist detective novel is a consistently reassuring one: that 

Communism will not succeed in Britain because the British people are inherently moderate 

and, thus, they would never support the extremist ideology of Communism: "Nick had 

maintained so stoutly that Bolshevism was an utterly alien thing to the English mind, and 

now ... he felt certain of it."217 Perhaps Eve felt similarly about fascism, that is was too 

extreme or alien a political solution for her, as a Briton, to contemplate.

One of the reasons why Eve did not believe Communist takeover was imminent during the 

1920s may have been her acceptance of the rise of the Labour party after the First World 

War. Although Eve appears to have had little sympathy for, or understanding of, the reasons 

behind trade unionism, there is no evidence that she felt personally affronted or seriously 

threatened by the rise of the Labour party, as some of her class did. In this, Eve may have 

taken a cue from her family, which it can be argued was part of the more politically 

sophisticated grouping within inter war Conservatism – one that was more worldly than the 

Conservatives' aggrieved, right-wing faction and, thus, the element within the party that did 

not automatically interpret Labour's parliamentary successes in the 1920s and 1930s as a sign 

that Britain was on the verge of wholesale collapse. The strongest evidence that Eve Balfour 

held onto a vision of parliamentary democracy throughout the bleakest period of the inter war 

years, when many questioned it and flirted with non-democratic political solution, comes in a 

letter she wrote in November 1933. In it, Eve advocates the creation of a new political party, 

which would act as an alternative to the Conservative party and to Mosley's BUF. Given its 

significance, I quote it in full:

Dear Mr Brayshaw,

I think Mr Butler has written to you, introducing me as it were, and warning you that I 

am writing to you.

It is a little complicated to explain what I have in mind, but I will try to be as clear and 

as brief as possible.

My work on the tithe question has for some time led my thoughts in a political 

direction, and the ideas that have been turning round in my mind were finally 

217Balfour, The Enterprising Burglar, p. 48.
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crystalised [sic] by a speech I heard delivered a week or two ago by Oswald Mosley in 

Ipswich.

I think that a very large section of the community today feel the existing old political 

principles and the old monetary system inadequate to deal with present day conditions, 

and that if the life and the health of the nation is to be restored something new must be 

found.

The Labour party represents international unity of workers, and the Conservative party 

which once represented the countryside now in the main represents international 

finance, and is governed by the Bank of England and the City. Both these parties seem 

to me to be pursuing their ideals at the expense of the home producer. (by which I mean 

those engaged in industry and agriculture, whether employer or employed.) [sic] The 

home producer can go to the wall if it is better for the wage earner in Central Europe, or 

if the City can line its pockets on foreign dividends or by juggling with currency 

fluctuations. I think it is time that the home producers, in this widest sense of the word, 

banded together and demanded a look in.

Now the only party claiming to put forward a policy to uphold the producers' interests 

is Mosley's party, and I think that there is a very grave danger that if his remains the 

only party with such a policy that the whole of rural England will go black-shirt.

I view this prospect with alarm. There is so much of what Mosley advocates and says 

that is such good sense, and when people are desperate they are apt to forget that a 

policy which fits their needs, if introduced by fascist methods, will lose this country 

that freedom of speech, thought and action for which we have fought throughout the 

centuries.

A regime of intolerance and suppression of individualism in this country would be a 

national tragedy, but so is the present state of affairs, and I would like to see a 

movement arise which could develop into a political party, to fight for the right to live 

of the home producer. The Yorkshire Institute of Industrial Affairs is doing splendid 

work in Yorkshire, and it is along these lines that I should like to see the thing develop.

The interests of Industry, Agriculture, Capital and Labour are not opposed. They are the 

same. Anything that will injure any one of them must sooner or later injure the others. I 

would like to work to bring these four together to realise this basic fact.
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Cheap foreign food which ruins the English farmer and increases unemployment does 

not in the long run benefit the urban worker. Low wages, with the resulting lack of 

buying power, does not ultimately help the manufacturer. The flood of cheap Argentine 

meat and manufactured foreign goods which undercut our markets only benefit the men 

who have lent money to the Argentine or invested in foreign finance, and their profits 

consist of money which does not exist, while real wealth ceases to be produced. This is 

not right.

All these views are held and preached by Mosley, and people say Hear! Hear! And 

forget his ghastly methods; his anti-semitism, his intolerance.

I want to see a new party emerge that can legislate with the same end in view, but 

without dictatorship. I believe such a party would have the adherence of:-

1/ Those Conservatives who are dissatisfied with the party and its master, the City.

2/ All the agricultural voters, farmers and workers.

3/ Industry.

I know that this is a very ambitious idea, and I realise that there will be many 

difficulties connected with it – probably far more than I myself have considered – but I 

do feel very strongly that such a party is needed in England today.

The first essential, it seems to me, is a daily newspaper with the backing of someone of 

influence, and that brings me to my reason for approaching yourself to ask you, now 

that I have outlined the idea, whether you think that Mr Cadbury would be interested, 

and if so, whether it would be possible to arrange an interview between him and myself, 

and two friends who feel as I do, to talk the matter over.

Yours sincerely,"218 

Whether Eve Balfour became involved in the creation of a new national newspaper or 

political party is not clear, although the early 1930s saw attempts to do both. Several new 

political parties were formed, beyond those expounding non-democratic ideas of a fascist or 

communist variety, including a short-lived Agricultural Party, but they failed to attract votes 

and quickly faded away. Eve Balfour's activities in the 1930s may have included support for 

218Eve Balfour to Mr Brayshaw, 25/11/33, copy, E&MB.
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a new political party, however, if this was something she became involved in it did not last 

long. Her primary political involvement of the 1930s was the tithe protest movement.

Another way of 'testing' Eve Balfour's political position during the turbulent 1930s is to ask 

whether she was a member of a pro-German social club. As the Second World War 

approached, several social clubs were established to foster ties between Britain and Germany. 

These included The Link, The January Club, The Right Club and The Anglo-German 

Fellowship. Although some of these were obviously pro-fascist, not all were, and 

membership did not necessarily mean an individual supported fascism; this depended on the 

organisation in question, even the specific local branch or chapter. Some people became 

members of such groups because they held pacifist beliefs, not because they were pro-Nazi. 

On the other hand, some historians have suggested that anti-Semitism and pro-Nazi 

sentiments were often an undercurrent within such groups, with the possible exception of The 

Anglo-German Fellowship, and that such sentiments grew stronger as the war drew nearer.219 

Although Eve's family had some ties with Germany,220 Eve appears not to have been a 

member of any organisation dedicated to maintaining good relations with Germany in the 

run-up to the Second World War and there is no evidence to suggest Eve held either pacifist 

beliefs or believed that avoiding war through appeasement of Germany was a viable option.221 

Eve's condemnation of anti-Semitism and the assistance she gave to Jewish refugees at the 

beginning of the war corresponds with her relations' views. Many within this branch of the 

Balfour family appear to have been disturbed by Hitler's anti-Semitism. For example, on 8 

December 1938 Betty Balfour wrote a letter to her daughter Mary full of family news, but 

ending with: "Dined last night before the concert with two ladies who seemed to think 

nothing had changed since Munich – still all in [word illegible] of peace and goodwill with 

Germany, uncritically devoted to Chamberlain, and unaware of treatment of the Jews!!!222 

219Griffiths, 'Chapter 10: Pro-German Movements, 1938-9' and 'Chapter 12: The Extremists Isolated', Fellow 
Travellers, pp.307-330, 344-367.
220Aydua Lytton, a niece of Eve's and Mary's and a frequent visitor to New Bells farm during the war, had a 
German mother and spoke German. In a war-time letter to her mother, Mary tells of Aydua's reluctance to 
speak German with the German Jewish refugee living and working at the farm, Heinz, and about Heinz's 
disbelief that Aydua really was part German and could speak the language. Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 
25/11-01/12/39, SA.
221Although it is impossible to confirm Eve was not a member of any pro-German organisation, she is not 
mentioned by Cross or Griffiths. Julie Gottlieb's index of British women involved in fascist and pro-German 
organizations, in Feminine Fascism (I B Tauris, 2000), does not list Eve or anyone identified as living at New 
Bells farm during the inter war years. Similarly, there is no reference to Eve or New Bells residents by Martin 
Durham in 'Women in the British Union of Fascists, 1932-1940' ed Sybil Oldfield, This Working-Day World:  
Women's Lives and Culture(s) in Britain 1914-1945 (Taylor & Francis, 1994), pp. 101-109.
222Betty Balfour to Mary Balfour, 08/12/38, SA.
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Once the war began, it was not only Eve at New Bells who took in Jewish refugees, but also 

her parents in Surrey, her younger sister Kathleen223 as well as those in charge of the family 

seat in East Lothian.224 It would seem Eve's and Mary's positive attitude toward Jewish people 

was part of a common response taken by many members of their branch of the Balfour 

family. This pro-Jewish attitude may have had its roots in Arthur James Balfour's assistance 

to the Zionist cause, in the form of the British government's Balfour Declaration of 1917, and 

subsequent strong support offered to Zionist organisations by Eve's cousin and biographer of 

Arthur James Balfour, Blanche Dugdale.225

If there is any doubt about Eve Balfour's views on anti-Semitism and her support for Jews 

persecuted by the Nazi government in Germany, the assistance she gave to a Jewish refugee 

called Heinz clarifies things. Heinz was from Berlin and seems to have arrived at New Bells a 

month or two before the Second World War began. He worked on the farm and became a 

member of the New Bells 'family' during the first part of the war. Although the employment 

of Heinz was motivated, no doubt, by scarcity of labour, Eve appears to have gone out of her 

way to assist him in his efforts to regain freedom of movement. She played an instrumental 

role in securing Heinz a tribunal before a judge and vouching for his good character, which 

for a time at least allowed freedom of movement.226 Heinz's departure in 1940 or 1941 did not 

mark the end of Eve's war-time involvement with Jewish refugees. In early 1941, New Bells 

farmhouse was let to an organisation supporting Jewish refugees and a group of children 

arrived to live there. It is not clear how long they stayed at New Bells, but there are 

suggestions that while they were there Eve taught them agricultural skills and at least some of 

them worked in the farm's dairy. Eve continued to have occasional involvement with Jewish 

organizations and causes throughout the 1950s and 1960s. On several occasions Eve 

represented the Balfour family – and the memory of her uncle Arthur James Balfour – at 

gatherings of Jewish community leaders in London. She also made two visits to Israel, one in 

1968 as a guest of the Israel Ministry of Agriculture, which included visits to Israeli organic 

farms227 

223Kathleen visited New Bells around New Year's 1940 with a German Jewish refugee friend called Gita. Mary 
Balfour to Betty Balfour, 30/12/39-05/01/40, SA.
224Brander, Eve Balfour, p.133.
225In a letter Mary Balfour wrote to Betty Balfour during the war, probably in 1940, Mary alludes to news from 
Blanche 'Baffy' Dugdale about the Zionist cause: "Baffy's news about the jews v exciting. Hope her hopes are 
realised. If they get their Jewish state after the war – all just quiet and natural – how like Votes for Women 
after the last war!" Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, single, undated page from a longer letter, probably written 
in 1940, SA.
226For a longer discussion of Heinz's presence at New Bells farm in 1939/40 please see Appendix Y.
227Brander. Eve Balfour, p. 197. 
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Conclusion

By the end of the 1930s Eve was forty years old. She had farmed through what was possibly 

the toughest period for British agriculture in the twentieth century, and although she had 

come close to bankruptcy more than once she had managed to keep the farm going – and a 

good number of employees with it – and to live a full and, at times, exciting life. She had 

protested at unjust and inefficient management of British farming by both government and 

the farming establishment. Now, Britain was preparing for war again. Eve proved to be a 

thoroughly patriotic nationalist throughout the war, but she no longer fit comfortably within 

mainstream agriculture. In 1938, Eve began to leave behind what is now often referred to as 

'conventional' agriculture in favour of compost-based techniques, which to this day form the 

basis of modern organic farming systems. During the war, Eve would transform herself into a 

proselytiser for organic agriculture. I argue that Eve's experiences during the inter war period, 

in particular her participation in the tithe protest movement, which saw her represent a 

'minority' cause and clash publicly with farming leaders, as well as her repeated struggles to 

make various farming and business ventures pay, were instrumental in creating the conditions 

that prompted Eve to abandon mainstream farming. In addition, Eve's interest in alternative 

theories relating to health and nutrition, combined with her open-minded approach to 

unconventional forms of spirituality, may have also predisposed her to accept arguments in 

favour of organic farming.
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Illustration 2: Boots-sponsored 1944 ad featuring quote from Eve Balfour's The  
Living Soil



73

Chapter Two – The Second World War, Eve Balfour's organic conversion, and 

The Living Soil 

This chapter focuses on a critical period in Eve Balfour's career, 1938 to 1945. It begins with 

a brief overview of the unique conditions under which British farmers operated during the 

war and the rising fortunes of the organic movement. The remainder of the chapter details 

Eve Balfour's conversion to the organic cause and how this prompted her, first, to plan an 

ambitious programme of scientific research at New Bells and Walnut Tree farms in Haughley 

Green and, then, to write what would prove to be a classic text of the British organic 

movement, The Living Soil. The arguments of The Living Soil are discussed, as is the 

resulting media coverage, including a series of war-time BBC radio broadcasts penned and 

delivered by Eve following the book's publication. By the end of the war, Eve was on the 

verge of founding an organisation devoted to organic food and farming, The Soil Association, 

and was embarking on a new career as the organic movement's best known and most 

persistent campaigner of the post-war years.

British farming & the organic movement during the Second World War

Before focusing on Eve Balfour's activities during the Second World War it is important to 

acknowledge the unique conditions under which British farmers operated during the war. As 

agricultural historians have recognised, the Second World War brought unprecedented state 

scrutiny over the daily activities of, and decisions taken by, British farmers. This was 

achieved via a structure of county war agricultural executive committees (CWAECs), which 

were the primary conduit through which central government's requirements were 

communicated and enforced, and subsidies and resources allocated. CWAEC leaders had 

substantial powers, including the power to evict farmers judged to be failing or who refused 

to alter practices in line with their local committee's interpretation of government policy.228 

Chief among the demands of government were requirements to put as much land as possible 

under the plough for the production of arable crops, compulsory use of inorganic fertilisers to 

maximise yields, and mechanisation whenever possible to increase the speed of farming 

processes and reduce labour input. Linked to the work of the CWAECs was the National 

Farm Survey of 1941-1943, which involved the classification of all farms. Poorly performing, 

228The powers and activities of CWAECs are explored in Front line of freedom. In particular see pp. xiii,14-15, 
179 and Brian Short, 'Chapter 12: The dispossession of farmers in England and Wales during and after the 
Second World War', pp.158-178.
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or “C-grade”, farms were those judged to be less productive than they should be. Such farms 

were earmarked for extra oversight from CWAEC members and other official bodies.229

Justification for this unprecedented level of state scrutiny via unelected local agents was 

found in the need for agriculture to increase production substantially and quickly in order to 

replace previously-imported foodstuffs and, thus, avert mal- and under-nourishment of the 

British people. Suddenly, the self-sufficiency arguments of anti-free traders, some of whom 

were also supporters of organic agriculture, were put to the test. Protectionists' assertions that 

British farming could supply far more of the country's diet were no longer ignored, but nor 

were they debated. A “state-directed food production campaign” was launched with little 

warning.230 With the consequences of failure so grave, the British government introduced a 

policy of maximising self-sufficiency in food production and sought to ensure success by 

exerting significant pressure on farmers. In addition to the CWAECs, the National Farm 

Survey, and other formal processes and initiatives encouraging greater food production, war-

time propaganda praised the valiant efforts of British farmers to feed the people and urged 

farmers to increase output still further. Such propaganda was presented alongside 

complementary messages about the need for ordinary people to grow as much of their own 

food as possible and to assist farmers whenever possible by helping with the harvest and 

other busy moments of the farming calendar.

The changes that took place in British agriculture over the course of the Second World War 

were dramatic, as Brian Short, Charles Watkins and John Martin state: “Within the space of a 

mere five years, British agriculture was transformed from a predominantly pastoral system of 

low input, low output farming to a 'national farm' dominated by intensive arable farming, 

heavily dependent on inputs such as fertilizers and machinery...”231 Clearly, the direction in 

which British farming moved during the war – and at such speed – was antithetical to the 

organicist vision, yet in many ways the British organic movement had a 'good' war. The 

growing coherence of organic ideas and the increasing frequency of their expression, evident 

during the late 1930s and discussed in chapter one, continued. It was not yet clear that 

'industrialisation' of British agriculture would continue after the war ended, and the nascent 

organic movement was strengthened by greater political and societal focus on agriculture. A 

229Charles Rawding, 'The treatment of 'failing' farmers in south-west Lancashire during the Second World War' 
in Front line, pp. 179-193.
230Short, Watkins and Martin, 'The front line of freedom: state-led agricultural revolution in Britain, 1939-45' in 
Front line, p.1.
231Short, Watkins and Martin, Front line, p.1.
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chief outcome of this war-time maturation of the British organic movement was a sustained 

debate within the farming press - sometimes spilling onto the pages of national dailies and 

radio - about the potential risks posed by artificial fertilisers, with discussion even reaching 

the House of Lords in October 1943.232 Organic supporters argued that reliance on inorganic 

fertilisers and reduced applications of farmyard manure, compost and/or other natural wastes 

would undermine soil fertility. A less fertile soil would lead, in turn, to less healthy crops and 

livestock, food of lower nutritional value and, eventually, poorer human health. The orthodox 

agricultural science community and fertiliser companies rejected such claims and sought to 

paint organicists as ill-informed and unpatriotic.233 In addition to debate in the press, several 

key organic texts were published during the war. These were aimed at an interested lay 

readership, now greatly expanded thanks to the public's war-time preoccupation with food 

production. These included Albert Howard's book promoting the Indore composting method, 

An Agricultural Testament, in 1940, and Eve Balfour's 1943 book, The Living Soil, which is 

discussed later this chapter.

War-time debate and publicity surrounding the arguments of the organic movement would 

lead, at the end of the war, to the creation of a membership organisation, the Soil Association. 

During the war, a small, pro-organic, rural revivalist organisation was founded, similar to the 

pro-organic, far-right groups of the 1930s referred to in chapter one. Called the Kinship in 

Husbandry, it was less focused on national politics, international finance and explicitly far-

right solutions than its predecessors, and far more so on visions of a revitalised British rural 

society and agriculture. Its dozen male members included several important figures within the 

British organic movement, notably Rolf Gardiner, Gerard Wallop and H J Massingham. Like 

the earlier groups it was a private club with a semi-secret status and, thus, it did not seek to 

build a broad campaign of support for organic food and farming. Although members of the 

Kinship in Husbandry subscribed to a concept of “percolation” of other bodies as their 

primary method of influencing policy and encouraging change, nevertheless, their 

organisation can be seen as representing the beginnings of a shift toward a more open and 

organised approach to promoting organic ideas. Eventually, the Kinship in Husbandry 

232The “Agriculture and Food Values” debate took place in the House of the Lords on 26 October 1943. Those 
participating included several pro-organic, rural revivalists, including Lord Teviot (Charles Kerr), Lord 
Portsmouth (Gerard Wallop), Lord Geddes (Auckland Campbell Geddes) and Viscount Bledisloe (Charles 
Bathurst). Their views were challenged by the Duke of Norfolk in his role as joint parliamentary secretary of 
the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries (MAFF). The pro-organic Lords pushed for some type of government 
inquiry or other type of official investigation into organic claims that soil fertility was under threat. They did 
not succeed.
233Conford, 'Chapter 5: The Organic Challenge', Front line, pp. 70-71.
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produced both a book of essays and a conference in London, and according to Reed some of 

its members recognised the need for a more public-facing organisation.234

Considering the various trends of the war-time organic movement – sustained debate in the 

press, publication of key texts aimed at lay audiences, and the creation of a slightly more 

focused, albeit still private, organic organisation –  the picture is one of gathering strength 

and confidence. Despite the clarity with which historians can look back on the Second World 

War, identifying it as the moment when a profoundly anti-organicist trend within British 

agriculture was set in train, this was not understood at the time. Just as the proponents of 

industrial farming were galvanised by the war, so were the supporters of organic agriculture. 

Greater societal focus on, and status accorded, farming had an impact on all who concerned 

with British rural life and agriculture. Thus, organic supporters were buoyed by the higher 

status and sustained focus on farming, which prompted them to articulate their arguments 

more clearly and forcefully, making the “period 1940 to 1945... centrally important to the 

development of an organic philosophy framed as a counter-attack on vested interests and 

bureaucratic compulsion”.235

Eve Balfour's organic conversion

It was during the Second World War that Eve Balfour refashioned herself as an organic 

campaigner. The rest of this chapter charts her progress from organic 'convert' in 1938 to the 

author of a successful book about organic agriculture, The Living Soil. Never one for 

analysing her past with forensic care, Eve did not offer a detailed explanation of how she 

came to adopt organic beliefs. She simply credited Gerard Wallop's Famine in England, 

published in 1938, as having introduced her to arguments in favour of organic farming. This 

was the book that "first opened my eyes to the whole subject... [and] although I had taken an 

Agricultural Diploma in 1917... and had been a practising farmer ever since, I date the start of 

my real farming education from the day I read that book," wrote Eve in a 1952 article about 

the founding of the Soil Association.236  There are two other fleeting references by Eve to her 

organic conversion. In both cases, she suggests it came earlier than 1938, however, she 

234The Earl of Portsmouth (Gerard Wallop), 'Chapter V: Kinship in Husbandry', A Knot of Roots, pp. 77-96; 
Richard Moore-Colyer and Philip Conford, 'A 'Secret Society'? The Internal and External Relations of the Kinship 
in Husbandry, 1941-1952', Rural History, 15:2 (2004) 189-206; Reed, Rebels, pp.52-53, 55; Clunies-Ross, 
'Agricultural Change', pp.140-143.
235Conford, Front line, p.68.
236Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association', Mother Earth, July 1952, pp.35. Mother Earth ( henceforth ME) was the 
quarterly journal of the early Soil Association. The first edition of Eve's book, The Living Soil, published in 1943, 
includes no description as to how or when she converted to the organic cause.
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provides no evidence to support this. In her 1966 inaugural address to the newly-formed 

Conservation Society, Eve simply states: “In the mid-thirties, I became deeply concerned 

about the relationship of human health to the health of the soil”. More than a decade later, 

Eve dated her organic conversion to the early 1930s; in a speech given at a conference 

organised by the International Federation of Organic Agricultural Movements (IFOAM), Eve 

said: “Although I started farming in Suffolk in 1919 my own interest in the ecological 

approach only began in the early 1930s”.237 It seems safest to assume that it was Gerard 

Wallop's 1938 Famine in England that prompted Eve Balfour's organic 'conversion', although 

she may have encountered some organic concepts earlier.

As explored in chapter one, by the late 1930s Eve Balfour was no longer a carefree, young 

aristocrat. She had been politicised through participation in a well-organised and ultimately 

successful campaign to assert the rights of tithe-paying farmers. She had also launched, and 

retreated from, a series of farming and other ventures, including a local milk round, market 

gardening, food retailing, mail order and manufacturing. Whether she was conscious of it or 

not, as the 1930s drew to a close, Eve Balfour appears to have been looking for a new 

challenge and, as this chapter will discuss, a new way of financing New Bells Farm. Eve was 

open to, indeed, actively inquisitive about dissident and/or 'alternative' ideas in areas such as 

health and religion and, thus, the organic movement's opposition to orthodox agriculture is 

unlikely to have put her off. Indeed, the dissident science of the organic movement may have 

been an attraction. 

Given the impact that Famine in England had on Eve Balfour, a brief overview is useful. In 

the book, Gerard Wallop – writing under his aristocratic title Viscount Lymington – 

presented a rural revivalist vision that combined arguments about the potential for organic 

farming to save British agriculture, the health of Britons, and, indeed, British society as a 

whole, with racist, eugenic and anti-democratic ideas that are highly unpalatable to modern 
237Lady Eve Balfour's 'Inaugural Address to the Conservation Society' was delivered on 26 November 1966 and 
subsequently published by the Conservation Society. (My thanks to Horace Herring for providing me with a 
copy.) Her speech to the IFOAM conference in Switzerland in 1977 was entitled 'Towards a sustainable 
agriculture: the living soil'. The text of the speech was widely circulated and remains a classic text of the 
organic movement. An account of Eve's organic conversion is also offered by her good friend Mary de Bunsen. 
In her 1960 memoir, de Bunsen recalls: “Early in the war, I spent a week-end with Lady Eve Balfour... It was the 
not the first time I had stayed with Eve, and hitherto we had talked mostly about flying. But this time she said, 
'I've read one or two books lately that have given me some new ideas about farming. In fact I'm seeing daylight 
about a lot of things that have puzzled me for years. Things that went wrong here, but I could not make out 
why. You see, farming is so specialised nowadays that it's got away from nature. There is a cycle of life which 
had been broken, and so we get more and more disease, instead of less and less. Howard demonstrated it in 
India, farming, and McCarrison on the nutritional side and Rayner at Wareham growing trees.'” Mary de 
Bunsen, Mount Up With Wings (Hutchinson, 1960), p.156.
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readers but that were popular with the far-right in the late 1930s and largely tolerated by more 

progressive elements within British society of the day. A sustained polemic, the tone of 

Famine in England is often unpleasant, as is Wallop's willingness to engage in thinly-veiled 

anti-Semitism and his deep desire for Britain to return to a mythical age when the poor 

submitted happily to the rich and when women obeyed meekly the commands of men.238 A 

central element of Wallop's vision for a revitalised Britain was the development of an 

agricultural sector that eschewed “artificial manures” in favour of organic methods and 

whose goal was to enhance the health of the soil. It is Wallop's discussion of organic 

concepts, which he drew from the writings of Albert Howard, Robert McCarrison, G T 

Wrench, Ehrenfried Pfeiffer and others, that Eve Balfour found so attractive. Like other 

supporters of organic agriculture, Wallop was inspired by discoveries in the field of biology 

that demonstrated that soil was far from an inert medium, but rather is teeming with a 

multitude of microscopic species, which collectively create ecosystems conducive to 

vegetative growth. This biological view of the soil had a profound effect on the nascent 

organic movement, prompting its supporters to marvel at the unacknowledged power of soil 

and to hold it up as the foundation of society. “Land is not inanimate raw material but the 

living stuff of life,” wrote Wallop in Famine in England.239 Like his fellow organic 

supporters, Wallop believed new, inorganic fertilisers promoted by the orthodox agricultural 

science community damaged the health of the soil:

“Often the farmer, having exhausted his soil, has tried to repair the loss, not by the 

relatively costly business of good mixed farming, but by artificial manures.... The 

reckless use of artificial manure is as destructive as the careless handling of explosives. 

In the spirit of the profit age nearly all agricultural research has been toward bigger and 

better exploitation of the land rather than saner and sounder farming. The key-note has 

been to make the land give more and take less”.240

238There are so many offensive statements in Famine in England it is difficult to choose just one. Here is an 
excerpt demonstrating Wallop's anti-foreign (read: anti-Jewish) sentiments and that is also suggestive of his 
anti-urban stance: “...in every great city there is a scum of subhuman population willing to take any chance of a 
breakdown in law and order... Some of these are naturally the dregs of English blood. But many are alien. 
Foreign invasion of England has not happened in war time. It has happened in the last hundred years of 
peace... One by one they have 'muscled in' on the Englishman's livelihood, till they are everywhere in key 
positions...” Viscount Lymington (aka Gerard Wallop), Famine in England (Right Book Club, 1938), pp. 42-43.
239Lymington, Famine, p. 200. Also pp. 156, 157.
240Lymington, Famine, pp. 94-95. Organic supporters did not have a clear idea of how inorganic fertilisers 
damaged the health of the soil, however, they suspected that application of a limited range of inorganic 
substances suppressed microbiological activity. Some controversy continues to this day regarding the impact 
of inorganic fertilisers on soil functioning. Early organic supporters also opposed the use of inorganic fertilisers 
because they worried that farmers would abandon biological methods of maintaining soil fertility, including 
the spreading of manure on land and/or the more involved process of making and spreading compost, in 
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Instead of undermining soil health by using “artificial manures”, farmers should return 

organic matter to the soil in order to build up humus and, thus, maximise soil fertility, argued 

Wallop. This would result in healthier crops and livestock that would be much more resistant 

to disease.241 Wallop takes this argument a step further and, like many early supporters of 

organic concepts, asserts that near-perfect health is within reach: “If we use our land and the 

sea to feed us properly... we should be the healthiest nation in the world. Cancer, 

tuberculosis, constipation, and general morbidity should disappear almost entirely – save 

among the congenitally unfit and the deliberate misusers of their bodies”.242 In addition to 

improving the health of the British people, organic agriculture would deliver a sustainable 

increase in arable crop yields, rather than the “spectacular” but allegedly unsustainable results 

delivered by inorganic fertilisers: “... we shall increase our arable output with proper farming 

and organic manure to 50 percent above present output, and still have a large margin of 

improvement in hand. The increase will not come from spectacular yields, but by good 

farming with organic manure...”.243

The angry tone, anti-democratic and nostalgic messages, and thinly-veiled anti-Semitism of 

Famine in England did not have an adverse affect on its critical reception, according to 

Conford, who reports that “it received widespread and overwhelmingly enthusiastic press 

coverage”. The Sunday Times made it a book of the month and The Dairy Farmer dedicated 

more than three pages to responses to it from “a variety of experts”. Although not everyone 

appreciated Wallop's political perspective, Famine in England's arguments about the need for 

an organic-based rural revival were welcomed by many: “Even the left-wing New Statesman 

reviewed it favourably, rejecting its racial alarmism but praising its sound views on 

agricultural policy”.244 Given the prominent and positive press coverage the book attracted, it 

is little wonder that Eve Balfour read it.

favour of increasingly easy-to-use inorganics. The orthodox agricultural science community consistently denied 
that inorganics would replace traditions, such as muck-spreading, however, to a very large extent this is what 
occurred.
241Lymington, Famine, pp. 156, 159, 181. 
242Lymington, Famine, p. 139. See also p.149.
243Lymington, Famine, p. 133.
244Conford, 'Organic Society', p. 83.



80

Organic research: The beginnings of the 'Haughley Experiment'

Eve's adoption of organic concepts led to her meet both Albert Howard and Lionel Picton245 

and to develop, with little delay, a plan to contribute personally to the advancement of the 

organic cause. Within months of reading Famine in England she decided, with the support of 

her neighbour and elderly mentor Alice Debenham, to transform New Bells and Walnut Tree 

farms in Haughley Green into the site of a research project aimed at comparing organic and 

non-organic farming systems. The goal of the research would be to prove the central organic 

thesis that chemical-free, compost-based methods of farming enhance soil fertility, producing 

healthier crops and livestock and, thus, healthier people. During the late 1930s, the idea of 

establishing a farm-scale research project in Britain to generate scientific evidence that would 

prove the superiority of organic agriculture was a recurring topic of discussion within the 

organic movement. Exactly how Eve became aware of the idea is not clear, since she did not 

attend Gerard Wallop's gathering of organic supporters at his estate in Hampshire in the 

summer of 1938, nor did she attend Walter James' gathering in Kent the following year. The 

1938 gathering in Hampshire was organised expressly to discuss the question of farm-scale 

research, with those attending coming to the conclusion that such an endeavour would need 

substantial financial backing on a scale they were not themselves capable of mustering, as 

Wallop recalled in his memoir: “The other inhibitor was money. In spite of the influential 

guns that a few of us carried we could get no official scientific backing. We ourselves, singly 

and collectively, were anything but rich”.246 Instead, the loosely-organised, pro-organic group 

gathered around Wallop sought – and failed - to convince the British government and, later, 

its agency, the Agricultural Research Council, to fund such research.247 Wallop states that Eve 

Balfour's decision to press ahead with her private research project at Haughley was 

“indirectly” inspired by his and others' dream for scientific validation of organic claims.248 

Writing during the war, Eve acknowledged that some within the organic movement were 

245Picton visited Eve at New Bells some time in the summer of 1939, with Mary Balfour offering her mother a 
description of the doctor: “Eve, I think, got a lot of help from and enjoyed Dr Picton's visit. I liked the old boy 
immensely. Just like a picture book old fashioned family doctor, even to his cloak”. Mary Balfour to Betty 
Balfour, undated, summer 1939, SA. I have not located details about exactly when and where Eve met Albert 
Howard, but passing references indicate they met before the end of the war, perhaps in 1942 when Eve was 
researching and writing The Living Soil.
246Portsmouth, Knot of Roots, p.89.
247Several organic supporters were members of The House of Lords and they succeeded in raising the issue in 
the Lords of the need for research into organic claims in October 1943. While unsuccessful, they continued to 
press their case and met with the leaders of the Agricultural Research Council in 1945. Once again, their call for 
research was unheeded, with the the Research Council stalling by asking the organic contingent to draw up a 
more detailed proposal. Conford, Front line, pp.71-72.
248Portsmouth, A Knot of Roots, p.89. Also Conford, Origins, p.74.
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seeking government support for such research, something she felt unlikely to be forthcoming: 

“The immediate prospect of such an undertaking being launched, seems remote. 

Governments in this country follow but seldom lead new movements. If all enterprise in this 

country had waited on Governments, there would be no such thing to-day as the British 

Commonwealth of Nations, and probably little also in the way of health services”.249  

What came to be known as the Haughley Experiment was, from the outset, based on a 

comparative approach to farming aimed at identifying differences in the outcome of organic 

versus non-organic techniques. Design of the research project evolved during the war, with 

the decision eventually taken to divide New Bells and Walnut Tree farms into three sections 

to allow for comparison of three types of farming.250 In one section, chemical-free, mixed 

farming would be pursued with crop residues and manure applied to maintain soil fertility. 

The second section would also be a mixed farming enterprise with crop residues and manure 

applied as well as inorganic fertilisers. Finally, a third, stockless, arable section would be 

maintained, with fields receiving only inorganic fertilisers and no organic matter.251 Care was 

taken to ensure that soil types and farming conditions across the three sections were as 

similar as possible: “... the 216 acres were divided into three units to be run as three self-

249Balfour, Living Soil, p.161.
250In The Living Soil the two farms are described as being divided into two sections, with one "organic" and one 
"inorganic". Both sections were to be mixed farms. There is  reference to the possibility of a third, stockless 
section being created. In 1962, The Soil Association published The Haughley Experiment: The first twenty-five  
years, 1938-62. This substantial document was probably the product of multiple authors, although it is clear 
Eve Balfour was primary author of some sections, particularly those relating to the earliest days of the research 
trial, and she may have overseen its production. Information about the establishment of the Haughley 
Experiment outlined in the 1962 account does not match entirely information provided in the first edition of 
The Living Soil, written in 1942. Eve's 1962 version appears to simplify events and to exaggerate the speed with 
which the farms were re-organised during the war. In particular, it states that the farms were divided into 
three sections by the beginning of the war, failing to mention entirely the original idea of having just two 
sections. The discrepancies between the two accounts suggest that the process of organising the farms for 
research was more complicated and protracted than Eve recalled in the early 1960s. In the 1962 document, 
Eve also states that while the farms were prepared for research during the war, research proper did not begin 
until 1948. For The Living Soil account see Balfour, 'Chapter VIII: Haughley Research Trust' and 'Appendix to 
Chapter VIII: Haughley Research Trust', Living Soil, pp.149-172, 202-206.
251The term mixed farming refers to farming that involves both the growing of crops and the raising of 
livestock, or 'pastoral' farming. Traditionally, mixed farming entails some of the crops grown on a farm being 
used as feed for the farm's livestock. The two mixed farming sections were to have "not less than three species 
of farm livestock" (Haughley Experiment, p. 7). However, war-time demands on farmers to maximise arable 
crop production at the expense of livestock rearing made it impossible to initiate the livestock portion of the 
experiment until the late 1940s. In addition, there was the issue of the war-time regulation requiring farmers 
to apply inorganic fertilisers to fields in order to maximise crop yields, if instructed to do so by their County 
War Agricultural Executive Committee. Here, Eve succeeded in obtaining permission to refrain from applying 
fertiliser to at least the organic section in order to protect the interests of the experiment: “A most welcome 
measure of recognition that the farms were undertaking research was ... given in that they were exempted 
from orders as to fertilizer application. Thus the basic soil treatment plan for the three sections was adhered to 
throughout the war.” Haughley Experiment, p. 7
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contained small farms. The divisions were carefully chosen so that such slight variation in 

soil type, etc, as existed should be represented in all three. The fairness of the split was 

subsequently confirmed by a soil survey undertaken by the Rothamsted Agricultural 

Experimental Station.”252

In addition to preparing the farms for research, Eve and other supporters of the Haughley 

Experiment focused on fundraising. They began by drafting a memorandum in late 1939, 

designed for private circulation. Eve wrote the memorandum under the direction of a group 

of trustees, which included her neighbour and mentor Alice Debenham and the clerk of East 

Suffolk County Council, Sir Cecil Oakes, and included input from both Albert Howard and 

Lionel Picton.253 The Haughley Experiment memorandum was published in 1940, with 

printing paid for by the Cheshire group of GPs led by Lionel Picton.254 Copies were given to 

wealthy individuals whom the Haughley Experiment trustees felt might be willing to 

contribute to private scientific research. However, securing funds proved difficult, according 

to Eve's 1962 account of the Haughley Experiment in which she states that it was “impossible 

to raise money for private research” during the war.255 A glimpse of this challenge is provided 

in a 1942 letter written by Mary Balfour. In it, Mary tells her mother about a recent talk she 

has given to a branch of the Women's Institute.256 There, she met two wealthy women whose 

family had evidently been courted by the trustees of the Haughley Experiment:

“The two moneyed ladies came forward with dutiful alacrity when I called for 

volunteers ... They were between me and the door or I should have turned and run. I 

252Haughley Experiment, p. 7. Rothamsted was Britain's pre-eminent agricultural science centre and, thus, the 
fact that Rothamsted staff verified the reorganisation of New Bells and Walnut Tree farms into three separate 
sections lent credibility to the enterprise.
253A list of trustees dating from 1942-43 is included in The Living Soil. By this time Alice Debenham was no 
longer alive, hence her absence from the list. Four "foundation trustees" are listed: L A Hempson, W H 
Richards, Sir Cecil Oakes and Eve's brother, Robert Balfour, listed as Viscount Traprain. By 1942-43, East Suffolk 
County Council was listed as "custodian trustees", with two "council trustees" named: C C Smith and A H F 
Harwood. A letter written by Mary Balfour refers to both Howard and Picton commenting on the 
memorandum text: "Eve's magnum Opus has been to Sir Albert Howard and returned with helpful comments 
and encouraging appreciation. Picton has it now. He has acknowledged it in a nice letter but will write more 
fully when he has given it due consideration. Eve's excitement when she receives a letter from either of these 
two is very infectious”. Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 1-8/12/39, SA.
254Eve refers to the memorandum being printed by the Cheshire GPs in her recollections of Faber & Faber 
editor Richard de la Mare. Lady Eve Balfour, “Friend of the Soil (2)” in Richard de la Mare at 75 (Merrion Press, 
2004), p.27. Richard de la Mare at 75 is a collection of essays produced in 1976 to mark the 75th birthday of 
Richard de la Mare. It was published as a pamphlet in 2004 by Merrion Press.
255Haughley Experiment, p.7.
256By 1941 Mary Balfour appears to have been employed by the Rural Community Council to give talks to local 
groups, often Women's Institutes, about amateur theatre. She was initially only paid expenses and later, 
possibly, a small token. Her war-time diary letters to Betty Balfour (held by the Soil Association) include a good 
deal of information about these talks and the challenges she faced travelling to them.
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obviously sinned in not knowing their names were Mrs Barclay; and Mrs Barclay 

senior had been to Haughley – had seen New Bells – knew Miss Debenham – met Eve 

– I felt a little giddy. Of course it was in connection with the Research Scheme; but she 

had not realised it was more or less in actual being. I thought to myself - 'no and you 

never will to the extent of putting money into it.' Later, when I related meeting these 

people to Eve, I said 'Are they related to the Bankers?' 'They are the bankers,' Eve said.”
257

After the war, when Eve Balfour recalled the beginnings of the Haughley Experiment, she did 

not allude to the financial crisis she faced during the very period when she was writing the 

1940 fundraising memorandum and preparing the two farms for scientific research.258 

Finances were already in bad shape by the end of summer 1939, when war was declared, and 

they worsened significantly during the autumn. Unlike previous financial crises, Eve could 

not rely on her family or other, private backers to give or lend her money. In fact, this 

particular financial crisis may have been precipitated, at least in part, by individuals and/or 

businesses that had lent her money earlier in the decade calling in their loans as war drew 

near.259 Balfour family correspondence suggests that mixed-in with Eve Balfour's enthusiasm 

for the ideas that formed the basis of organic agriculture, and her desire to contribute 

scientific confirmation of the superiority of organic farming and food, Eve may also have 

hoped that transforming her farms into a research centre would save them, and their 

dependents, from financial calamity. Eve's sister Mary certainly viewed the experiment as 

representing Eve's best opportunity for saving New Bells. Writing to their mother about the 

farm's 1939 New Year's Eve celebrations, Mary said: "To go back to our brandy celebration... 

Thought of old days... but more perhaps than anything of Eve's scheme, wishing it success 

and hoping that it may save us yet."260 Given the shoestring budgets and repeated financial 

crises that characterised the post-war history of the Haughley Experiment, it can be difficult 

257Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, exact date unknown, probably end of 02/42, (first page missing), SA. Another 
reference to Eve's efforts to raise funds for the research is referred to by Brander. He quotes from yet another 
letter of Mary Balfour's, possibly dating from April 1940. In it, Mary tells of a talk given by Eve to a Women's 
Institute meeting about “Health and Soil Fertility”. Brander, Eve Balfour, p. 140.
258Eve referred to the early stages of the Haughley Experiment in quite a few articles and documents published 
by the Soil Association from the late 1940s onward. The most extensive descriptions are found in the 
aforementioned, The Haughley Experiment, published in 1962, and the final, revised edition of The Living Soil, 
published in 1976 (Faber & Faber). However, there are numerous other references, including a pamphlet 
entitled The Haughley Experiment: A search for quality (publication date unknown).
259In addition to her family giving and/or lending her money, Eve appears to have borrowed money from 
various individuals during the inter war period, including Derry Hawker's family and 'Ireland', who lent the 
money for Eve to purchase Walnut Tree Farm in the mid-1930s.
260Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 30/12/39 – 05/01/40, SA.
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to imagine Eve Balfour viewing this research project as her best chance for improving the 

farms' financial position. However, this may genuinely have been how she saw things during 

the early stages of the Second World War.

Precisely why Eve Balfour's farming business was faring so badly when war broke out is not 

clear. However, the situation that pushed things beyond bad and perilously close to 

bankruptcy during the last few months of 1939 was swine fever, which led to the culling of 

most - possibly all - of the pigs at Walnut Tree farm and a good number at New Bells. Swine 

fever hit in October and by the second half of the month Eve had, apparently, uttered the 

word bankruptcy.261 Nothing of this is mentioned in any of Eve's accounts about the 

beginnings of the Haughley Experiment written after the war, yet during the second half of 

1939 and throughout 1940 Eve Balfour appears to have been facing more serious financial 

difficulties than she had hitherto experienced. Unlike her financial problems of the 1920s, 

Eve's family was able to provide only sympathy this time - and the odd bottle of brandy.262 

Thus, during late 1939, when Eve was drafting the memorandum designed to elicit financial 

support for the Haughley Experiment, her motivations were more complex and the situation 

more urgent than she recalled after the war. Yes, the Haughley Experiment represented a way 

for Eve to play an active role within the organic movement, but the scheme may also have 

represented a potential route to financial stability.

Also pursued during the war, and linked to Eve's need to evade bankruptcy, were her and the 

Haughley Experiment trustees' efforts to create a legal framework to underpin the research 

venture. Alice Debenham transferred ownership of Walnut Tree farm and the house that went 

261Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, letter begun 20/10/39, from entry dated 26/10/39. SA. 
262A bottle of brandy was Gerald Balfour's – Eve's and Mary's father – 1939 Christmas present to New Bells. In 
1941, it was £2 each. Hardly the hundreds of pounds he extended to Eve and Mary during the 1920s. The 
seriousness of the situation Eve faced at the end of the 1930s is clear from a letter written by Betty Balfour to 
Mary. In it, she relates a recent conversation between Eve and her parents about finances: "...talk in the study 
with Father financially unprofitable but emotionally sympathetic. Father so nice and understanding and caring 
– said when she had finished – 'Well Eve you have failed – that much must be admitted – but I do not think it 
was your fault and I must say you have shown great courage. 
I: 'Can you say Eve still you are not sorry you chose a farmer's life?'
Eve: 'So much so – that even if we have to sell I shall go on doing farmer's work – tho' it's pretty awful to have 
worked hard for 20 years, be over 40 and not yet self supporting!'
Then we comforted ourselves with all the 'great' who have never been financially solvent!
I gather that Eve might pay off £500 worth of debt before the harvest. Father can't give it to her... She may 
persuade the bank temporarily to allow her to increase the overdraft. If this is not possible and no other 
means occurs she may call her creditors to further explain the position and persuade them to take over the 
farm and pay her as their bailiff to work it for them. If she had to do this the salary might not be eno' to pay for 
you also – What then? 
Could you earn your keep in a theatrical or a writing or a handicraft job? ..." Betty Balfour to Mary Balfour, 
exact date unknown but probably 1938 or 1939 (first page missing), SA.
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with it to the “custodian trustees”, who secured support at some point during the war from 

legal custodian, East Suffolk County Council.263 In a parallel move, Eve Balfour gave or sold 

the New Bells lease either to the council or to a trading company called Haughley Research 

Farms Limited, which was established to run the farms. Under this new arrangement Eve was 

appointed farm manager and received a salary.264 In an appendix relating to the Haughley 

Research Trust included in the first edition of The Living Soil, the registered office of Eve's 

new employer, Haughley Research Farms Ltd, is listed as County Hall, Ipswich. This 

suggests that in its earliest incarnation the Haughley research might be described as a local 

government-supported venture. By transferring the leasehold of New Bells Farm to the 

council, or its trading company, Eve would have protected herself from owning a business 

that ran a risk of being declared bankrupt. However, even after the creation of Haughley 

Research Farms Ltd and East Suffolk District Council's acceptance of legal responsibility for 

New Bells and Walnut Tree farms, there remained the challenge of generating sufficient 

income from the farms to support their dependants until funding for scientific research was 

forthcoming. All signs suggest that New Bells and Walnut Tree needed to generate a profit, 

despite the involvement of the council.265 Eve received a regular wage of £3, but in order to 

guarantee this and other expenses the farm needed to make money.266 One way of generating 

income was to rent out New Bells farmhouse and, thus, in late 1940 it was vacated in order to 

let it.267

263Balfour, Living Soil, p.202. Further research is needed to trace the ownership history of both farms. For 
instance, Walnut Tree farm appears to have been purchased by Eve, with borrowed funds, at some point 
during the 1930s. However, by the end of the 1930s the leasehold, if not the freehold, appears to have been 
held by Alice Debenham.
264Eve's brief description of the legal framework created for the Haughley Experiment suggests that legal 
discussions and the drafting of legal documentation were completed before the farms were divided into 
sections and, thus, probably before or as the war began. Eve's description in The Living Soil appears to 
corroborate this, with 1939 mentioned as the year the Haughley Research Trust was formed. However, 
Brander suggests that it wasn't until the second half of 1940 that all the legalities were completed. See 
Haughley Experiment, pp. 6-7; Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.145-147. Further research is needed to clarify these 
developments.
265There are references in Balfour family correspondence suggesting that East Suffolk County Council did not 
fund the Haughley research venture itself, but that two of four "foundation trustees" contributed money in 
1940, with the council acting, perhaps, as guarantor. A total figure of £400 is mentioned, £200 from each. Eve's 
brother did not contribute. Alice Debenham, who died in autumn 1940, purportedly left £1,000 to Haughley 
Research Trust, although this may not have become available for some time. Thus, there was some 'seed' 
money given to the trust in late 1940, but no regular source of income other than the farm business itself. Also 
see Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.145-147.
266Brander quotes from a letter written by Eve's mother Betty in which she refers to Eve's salary as £3. “Her £3 
salary can't do more than feed and clothe Eve and Mary...”. Betty Balfour to Robert 'Ral' Balfour, 17/10/40, 
quoted in Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.146-147. Whether this was a weekly or monthly wage is not clear.
267I have not been able to determine exactly when Eve, Mary and the others left the farmhouse to live in 
various nearby cottages – or, in Eve's case, in a gypsy caravan that she parked in the garden of the cottage 
occupied by her companion Kathleen Carnley. It was probably during the last two months of 1940. It is clear 
from Balfour family letters that by the beginning of 1941 the farmhouse had been vacated. Brander refers to 



86

Other war-time activities

Throughout the Second World War a host of issues, commitments and interests other than the 

plan for organic scientific research took up Eve Balfour's time and energy. There is no need 

to examine Eve's non-agricultural activities in detail. However, the fact that Eve had other 

significant interests and demands on her time is important to acknowledge because they serve 

as a reminder that during the war she was not in a position to focus on organic agriculture on 

anything approaching a full-time basis. Also, it is possible to interpret Eve Balfour's post-war 

dedication to organic food and farming as a consequence of other plans failing to move 

forward and other pursuits and commitments coming to an end once war was over. For 

example, in the run-up to war Eve Balfour invested considerable time and money in obtaining 

her pilot's license, apparently in the hope of securing war-time work as a pilot. Whether this 

proved impossible because of her status as a farmer, which was a reserved occupation, or 

because her family opposed such a move is not clear.268 A good friend of Eve's, Mary de 

Bunsen, succeeded in becoming a paid pilot, an achievement that reportedly aroused in Eve a 

certain amount of jealousy.269 Had Eve become a pilot would she have retained ownership of 

indebted New Bells Farm and returned to it after the war to forge ahead with the Haughley 

Experiment? Or would she have let the farm go, spent the war as a pilot and then carved out a 

new life for herself once the war ended? It is impossible to know, but it is worth 

acknowledging that Eve's life may have taken a different turn had circumstances led her away 

from New Bells farm during the war.

Another demand on Eve's time during the war was the Women's Land Army (WLA). Eve 

succeeded in securing a full-time WLA farmworker's position at New Bells for her friend and 

discussions during October 1940 between various members of the Balfour family about the prospect of the 
farmhouse being let. He also states that the farmhouse was let to an army officer's wife and family. Brander, 
Eve Balfour, pp.146-147. However, this family was no longer in residence in 1941, since Mary's letters make it 
clear the house was then home to a group of young Jewish refugees (see discussion later this chapter and 
Appendix B).
268Brander states that Eve “discovered” flying in 1938 and trained on a Tiger Moth at Ipswich Aero Club, 
obtaining her license in March 1939. He also states that she began writing articles about flying – and about 
“the state of chaos to be found in the Air Ministry in the 1938/39 years” - as a way of raising the money 
necessary to hire planes. Brander believes Eve's application to “ferry planes around the country” was rejected 
because of her status as a farmer. Brander, Eve Balfour, p.126. Eve seems to have maintained her membership 
of the Ipswich Aero Club for some time after the war, as de Bunsen refers to Eve being a member in the spring 
of 1947, when Mary hired “an Auster” from the Club to take two students for their first flight. De Bunsen, 
Mount Up, p.159. 
269 “Mary de Bunsen writes to Eve that she has been taken on as a test pilot for keeps! Isn't it wonderful? Poor 
Eve green with envy.” Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 24/01/41, SA. De Bunsen initially worked as a test pilot, 
but spent most of the war employed as a transport pilot. She flew planes from one location to another within 
the UK, in preparation for them being used in war-related operations.
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long-time resident on the farm 'John' Drayson'.270 In addition, WLA recruits were sent to New 

Bells for training in specific agricultural skills.271 Training WLA recruits probably earned Eve 

small sums of money. Beyond this, Eve and her companion Kathleen Carnley (known as KC) 

seem to have been involved in the local WLA hierarchy, requiring them to travel to meetings 

and the like.272 The most significant demand on Eve's time and energy during the war, in 

addition to managing the two farms, was her role as Air Raid Precautions (ARP) head warden 

for three parishes.273 This appears to have taken up a great deal of Eve's time at the beginning 

of the war and periodically thereafter. Haughley and the surrounding area experienced several 

air raids, resulting in a small number of fatalities, with a spate of raids in the winter and late 

270'John' was, obviously, a nickname. John had lived on the farm since the early 1920s, having survived the cull 
in residents/employees in the mid-1930s when Eve sold the New Bells dairy herd. John's sister Kitty had also 
lived at New Bells, probably from the early 1920s until 1935. Brander refers to John's surname as Foster, 
however letters written by Mary refer to the surname Drayson. Brander, Eve Balfour, p.141.
271Mary writes to their mother about one WLA trainee: "There's a new Land Girl on the scene. About as 
different to our 'Moll' as well could be. Educated. Here only for a short while to learn hedging and ditching. ...  
Miss White – for that is her name – is an artist by profession! Paints portraits of animals, mostly horses. Very 
well... She has drawn a head of Eve's pony George and the heads of Eve's cat and KC's.... She came to learn the 
very laborious art of hedging and ditching in order to conduct same on a derelict farm just bought by her 
brother at Debenham." Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 28/08/41, SA.
272Mary occasionally mentions in letters to her mother that Eve and KC have been engaged in WLA work, such 
as in this 1941 letter, in which a jealous Mary sarcastically refers to KC as 'the Faithful One': “Today Eve and 
the Faithful One are touring the countryside together for some purpose, Land Army or ARP, I suppose ...”. 
Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 07/03/41. SA.
273It has been easy to confirm Eve's title within the ARP hierarchy thanks to a spat between Eve and Mary on 
the subject. Soon after the war began, Eve became irritated by what she felt was Mary's exaggeration of her 
ARP position. Mary was prompted to write to their mother, clarifying: "Re your comments on women and chief 
wardens I got into trouble with Eve. I have 'misinformed you and will I put it right or you will spread it 
everywhere'. ... Apparently Eve is 'head warden', over three parishes. Under her is a senior warden. But over 
her is the 'chief warden' with 13 parishes under him. He is located at Ipswich. Eve does not believe there are 
any women chief wardens." Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, letter begun 22/09/39, from entry dated 25/09/39, 
SA. Eve encountered some resistance to her authority as head warden from the local vicar. At the beginning of 
the war Vicar White wrote and publicly posted a letter in which he denounced her. The matter was referred to 
the police, who supported Eve. Vicar White had on-going disputes during the same period with at least one 
other member of the Haughley community, the schoolmaster, and appears to have harboured pro-Hitler/pro-
German sentiments during the 'phony' stage of the war. Mary Balfour's war-time letters include a good deal 
about him. I am informed by Richard Coe, current resident of Haughley, that Vicar White had feuds with many 
people during his years in the village and that composing and publicly posting denunciations about specific 
Haughley residents was a tactic he employed more than once. However, according to Coe, Vicar White was 
also tireless in pursuing improvements for the village, including installation of a proper sewerage system. 
Private conversation with Richard Coe, 26/06/07.
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summer of 1941.274 As head warden, Eve was also required to participate in war exercises, 

including a two-day 'mock attack' on east Suffolk in December 1941.275

I mention Eve's non-agricultural, war-time activities briefly in order to emphasise the 

peripheral nature of the Haughley research trial to Eve's day-to-day life during at least the 

first two and a half years of the war. Once Eve was commissioned, in 1942, to write The 

Living Soil her commitment to the plan to conduct long-term agricultural research must have 

grown stronger. Nevertheless, it is worth acknowledging the possibility that the Haughley 

Experiment would have died a quiet death if Eve had left the farm during the war to work as 

a pilot or had The Living Soil not been commissioned - or had it had proved a flop.

The Living Soil

Today, The Living Soil is viewed by the British organic movement as one of its classic, 

founding texts. Quotations from it are still used today by the Soil Association to demonstrate 

the prescience of its founder and the movement's continuity of thought. The origins of the 

book lie with the 1940 private memorandum produced by the trustees of the Haughley 

Experiment to support their fundraising efforts. In 1941, Miss Agnes Debenham, sister of the 

now-deceased Alice Debenham,276 sent a copy of the memorandum to an acquaintance who 

was a director at New York-based publishing firm Harcourt, Brace & Co. Agnes Debenham 

simply wished to assist in securing publication of a new, revised edition of the memorandum, 

since copies of the original were dwindling, and she was willing to provide some financial 

274The first loss of life in the vicinity resulting from a bomb came at the end of August 1941. Mary described it: 
“The big event of this week has been the small slice of warfare... Last Sunday night just as we were going to 
bed 2 bombs dropped almost simultaneously in the direction of Wetherden. ... Eve of course was called out 
and she was not home till 2am. It proved to be the first air raid incident involving life. One bomb fell in a 
meadow close to the church ... The second bomb was better (or worse) placed. It fell in a street demolishing 
one house completely, killing two people and injuring 8. ... The two killed were Bishop and his daughter, egg 
dealers and respected inhabitants of Wetherden whom we all knew. They were standing in the street and 
never lay down. One of the wardens standing beside them recognised the ominous whistle and flung himself 
down. He only got hurt in the foot. ... It is believed a badly blacked out window was responsible for drawing 
the bombs! The first grim incident in Eve's area. I wished I could have gone with her.” Mary Balfour to Betty 
Balfour, letter begun 02/09/41, SA. There were other bombs dropped before and after this incident, and in 
early 1941 a German plane fired machine gun rounds into one of New Bells' fields, which was home not only to 
pigs but to devices designed to make landing an aeroplane impossible. It was these the machine gunner was 
probably targeting. No farm workers or, indeed, pigs were injured. Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 30/01/41-
06/02/41, SA.
275Mary told their mother a bit about it: "Saturday and Sunday were spent in military excursion by all the forces 
in the district. There was a mock gas attack in Ipswich... I believe Haughley Home Guard distinguished 
itself...Eve was up till 2am. They had a very realistic exercise incident in Haughley Village Saturday night. 
Incidents in Weatherden and Haughley Green on Sunday." Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour. Letter begun 
09/12/41, SA.
276Alice Debenham died at the end of September/ early October 1940.
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backing.277 Agnes Debenham's New York contact forwarded her request, in early 1942, to 

Faber & Faber in London. Before long, one of the founding editors of Faber & Faber, 

Richard de la Mare, was in communication with Eve.278 It was Eve's good fortune that Faber 

& Faber was already home to a well-regarded agricultural list, commissioned and edited by 

de la Mare, who had a personal interest in gardening, horticulture, agriculture and, more 

specifically, organic arguments. The two lost no time expanding the scope of the project, so 

that the goal became publication of a "readable" book that would attract as wide an audience 

as possible. Instead of a memorandum of 53 pages, as the 1940 memorandum had been, this 

new publication was to be a full-size book of 200-plus pages.279 It may be that Eve Balfour's 

public profile as an anti-tithe protester, combined with her aristocratic profile, encouraged de 

la Mare to commission a book aimed at a large audience. However, he may have done so 

even without Eve's track record for attracting public attention since his agricultural list 

already boasted many titles aimed at a public interested in countryside issues, including 

books by 'compost school' authors.280 Amongst de la Mare's titles published in the years 

immediately preceding Eve's The Living Soil, were the British edition of G V Jacks' and R O 

White's book about the global threat posed by soil erosion, The Rape of the Earth: A World  

Survey of Coast Erosion and F H Billington's Compost for Garden Plot or Thousand-Acre  

Farm: A practical guide to modern methods. Eve completed her manuscript in less than a 

year, submitting it at the end of 1942. The book was in print from about August 1943. Faber 

& Faber apparently offered Eve royalties of 10% plus a £40 advance, paid on publication.281 

What did The Living Soil say? Essentially, the book argues that soil plays a crucial yet largely 

unacknowledged role in human health and, thus, it should be protected and given due 

consideration in policymaking. In it, Eve Balfour examines scientific and anecdotal evidence 

277A detailed account of the roundabout way in which Eve came to be commissioned to write The Living Soil is 
provided by Brander, pp.147-154.
278Richard de la Mare was the son of poet Walter de la Mare. Brander quotes a letter written by Eve Balfour to 
Faber & Faber on 22/03/42 and one in response, written by Richard de la Mare, dated 26/03/42, as the first 
communications between the two. Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.149-150.
279Eve Balfour to C W Stewart, 22/03/42, quoted by Brander, Eve Balfour, p.149; Brander, Eve Balfour: p. 150.
280Looking back on the books de la Mare published during his career at Faber & Faber, Lawrence D Hills 
contended: “Through those years the Organic Movement was born in England... it was Richard who was the 
Doctor who brought it into the world. From Russell Square went out a stream of slim brown books with thin 
gold titles that paved the way for Silent Spring and altered the thoughts of every intelligent person about how 
we grow our food”. Lawrence D Hills, “Friend of the Soil: 1” in Richard de la Mare at 75, p. 24. The first edition 
of Wallop's Famine in England was published by H F& G Witherby, however, Faber & Faber published his 1943 
follow-up, Alternative to Death.
281Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.151-153. De Bunsen describes Eve as: “...thinking it out in the daytime as she drove 
the tractor, while American bombers, bound for Germany, roared overhead; and writing it all down in long 
night sessions which kept her short of sleep”. De Bunsen, Mount Up, p. 156.
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to support this claim. The book begins with a discussion of the global problem of soil erosion, 

an issue that had gained prominence during the 1930s thanks to the visually spectacular and 

seemingly unprecedented erosion event, the American 'dustbowl'.282 By opening the book 

with the issue of erosion, Eve offers readers a way into her subject via an already-

acknowledged problem. Eve then spends a few pages outlining the book's contents before 

embarking on the first of her two major arguments: that soil quality is a hugely influential 

factor in human health. Eve appears to have believed that humans are supposed to be healthy 

and that we should not have to suffer throughout our lives from regular bouts of ill health and 

disease. This was a recurring theme in 'alternative' health circles of the day, whose supporters 

sought to distinguish their perspective from what they viewed as the dominant, 'negative' 

view, that ill-health and disease are an inevitable part of life. Eve asserts this idealistic vision 

clearly in the first chapter of The Living Soil, when she says: “the birthright of man is full 

health”.283 By health, Eve meant a physical state that is something more than the absence of 

disease, and she quotes from Political and Economic Planning's (PEP) 1937 report on British 

health services.284 The notion that good health should be defined as a state superior to the 

mere absence of obvious ill health was a central tenet of the writers on nutrition whom Eve 

admired, such as G T Wrench. According to Wrench and the scientists whose work he drew 

on, ill health and disease are caused by poor nutrition. To prove this point, Eve quotes 

extensively from the Cheshire Palatine's 1939 Medical Testament, which argues that ever-

increasing rates of ill health in the population served by GPs in the county are the result of 

sub-standard diets:

“We feel that the fact should be faced. Our daily work brings us repeatedly to the same 

point: ‘that this illness results from a life-time of wrong nutrition!’… This is our 

282Publication in 1939 of The Rape of the Earth by G V Jacks and R O Whyte (Faber & Faber) may have increased 
awareness and understanding of the issue of soil erosion in Britain.
283Balfour, Living Soil, p.20.
284Eve cites the “P.E.P Report on British Health Services”, as having been published in both 1936 and 1939. In 
fact, it was issued in 1937. Prof Michael Warren, of University of Canterbury, describes the P.E.P report: "The 
Report of Political and Economic Planning (P.E.P) on the British health services dealt critically and 
constructively with every part of the health services. It emphasised the vital role in the maintenance of health 
of nutrition, housing, economic and social security, and recreation … It urged that there should be more 
research on the causes of ill health and means of prevention...” Michael Warren, A Chronology of State  
Medicine, Public Health, Welfare and Related Services in Britain: 1066 – 1999, 
<http://www.chronology.ndo.co.uk/1925-1949.htm>. Paul Addison identifies P.E.P as one of a cluster of 
groups that emerged during the 1930s and whose efforts formed the basis for post-war political solutions 
representing a 'middle way' between the Right and the Left: “... the founders of P.E.P aimed to collect 
information, channel reports to the government, and permeate the Establishment with their ideas... Their 
influence was small in the 1930s, but they helped to prepare high-level opinion for the changes of the 1940s”. 
Paul Addison, The Road to 1945: British politics and the Second World War (Pimlico, 1994), pp. 38-39.
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medical testament, given to all whom it may concern …We conceive it to be our duty 

… to point out that much, perhaps most, of this sickness is preventable and would be 

prevented by the right feeding of our people”.285

Although Eve agreed with critics of 'modern' food that the nutritional quality of the British 

diet had diminished as a result of the introduction and popularity of nutritionally-inferior 

“processed foods”, such as tinned and powdered products, she did not believe this alone 

explained what she saw as a general decline in people’s health.286 “There must be something 

lacking in the quality of our foods themselves; something which was not lacking in the foods 

of our more robust forefathers,” she writes.287 This something missing was a fertile soil, she 

concludes. Eve argues that unless crops are grown in fertile soil the plants growing out of that 

soil will lack 'vitality' and the animals and people who eat these plants will be less 'vital' 

themselves – that is, they will be weaker and more prone to disease. This is the first of two 

ideas that lie at the heart of The Living Soil and Eve explains this concept several times. 

Towards the end of the first chapter, she describes it as follows:

“The health of man, beast, plant and soil is one indivisible whole; … the health of the 

soil depends on maintaining its biological balance, and … starting with a truly fertile 

soil, the crops grown in it, the livestock fed on those crops and the humans fed on both, 

have a standard of health and a power of resisting disease and infection, from whatever 

cause, greatly in advance of anything ordinarily found in this country; such health as we 

have almost forgotten should be our natural state, so used have we become to 

subnormal physical fitness”.288

Later, in a chapter devoted to the question of what constitutes a “whole diet”, Eve describes 

again the idea of soil fertility as the foundation of health: “There is a complete and 

continuous transference of health from a fertile soil, through plant and/or animal to man and 

back to the soil again. The whole carcass, the whole grain, the whole fruit or vegetable, these 

things fresh from their source and that source a fertile soil. Herein appears to lie the secret”.289 

285County Palatine, Medical Testament, quoted by Balfour, Living Soil, pp.24, 29.
286Balfour, Living Soil, pp.44-47. 
287Balfour, Living Soil, p.44. 
288Balfour, Living Soil, p.21.
289Balfour, Living Soil, p.158. The idea of an inescapable cycle in which human health is linked to the health of 
soil, plants and animals was to become a central tenet of the Soil Association, which used the acronym SPAN: 
Soil, Plant Animal, maN to describe the concept. In addition to being a concept promulgated by the Soil 
Association, SPAN was also the name given to the organisation's monthly newsletter, which for a time 
supplemented its quarterly journal.
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No proof of this alleged decline in the health of Britons was presented in The Living Soil, nor 

in other organic texts of the period. However, the view that a significant proportion of the 

British population was in poor health was widely accepted at the time, thanks in part to John 

Boyd Orr's 1936 book, Food, Health and Income, which had presented evidence indicating 

that the diet of almost half of Britons was nutritionally inadequate.290 Boyd Orr linked low 

income to poor diet, while Eve and other organic school authors suggested that Britons of all 

social classes had experienced a deterioration in diet and, thus, health. While the early 

organic movement failed to confront directly issues of social class, it implied that whatever a 

person's economic position, the likelihood was that his or her diet was sub-optimal and, thus, 

was the cause of ill health and disease. In The Living Soil, Eve reiterated the argument 

previously presented by McCarrison, Wallop and Wrench, who all contrasted the poor-

quality British diet with nutritionally-sound "whole diets" of various populations in other 

parts of the world. Organic supporters repeatedly asserted that “whole diets” resulted in far-

superior states of general good health. Examples of unusually-healthy populations tended to 

focus on people living in less technologically-advanced countries, with the ultimate in human 

health identified as having been achieved by the Hunza people of northern India (now the 

Pakistan/ Afghanistan border).

Having argued that the secret to perfect health is a diet consisting of fresh, whole foods 

derived from fertile soil, Eve describes what she believes to be a fertile soil. Soil is fertile 

only if it is biologically alive. A healthy soil is one that is home to a complex population of 

micro-organisms. The species that make up this microbiological world of the soil perform a 

series of essential services to plants. They locate and deliver nutrients. They process 

nutrients, transforming them from inaccessible forms into forms that can be ingested and used 

by plants. They consume pests and parasites that live in the soil and attack plant roots. Here, 

Eve presents what was then the latest scientific evidence as well as anecdote to support this 

second major argument, that soil fertility is dependent upon the biological life of the soil and 

not simply its basic chemical composition.291 According to Eve's understanding of soil 

science, unless a soil is teaming with micro-organisms, in particular fungi species, plants 

growing in it will not be able to gain access to the full range of minerals, vitamins and other 

290John Boyd-Orr, Food, Health and Income (Macmillan. 1936). Eve refers to Food, Health and Income in The 
Living Soil, criticising Boyd-Orr for attaching too much importance to housing conditions in seeking to identify 
the causes of good and poor health. Balfour, The Living Soil, pp. 33-34.
291The theory that soil fertility is dependent on biological health is described and defended over four chapters 
in The Living Soil, beginning with 'Chapter III: Humus' and continuing in 'Chapter IV: Direct Evidence, 'Chapter 
V: Circumstantial Evidence' and 'Chapter VI: Indications', pp. 44-141.
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nutrients they require in order to be healthy and resist disease.292 If plants are not healthy and 

resistant to disease, animals and people won’t be either: “we cannot safely separate human 

health from the health of farm produce whether animal or vegetable. All have their origin in a 

fertile soil … a fertile soil is a live soil,” she wrote.293 The danger posed by artificial fertilisers 

is that they depress the biological functioning of the soil and, thus, restrict the nutrients 

available to plants and/or restrict access to the protection from disease offered by organisms 

in the soil. Also, application of artificial fertilisers leads to faster plant growth, yet this rapid 

fertiliser-induced growth creates weaker plants, and this weakness transfers up the food 

chain, promoting weakness in livestock and humans.294 Instead of relying on artificial 

fertilisers for quick growth and then 'chemical sprays' to tackle the diseases that take hold in 

the now-weakened crops, farmers should focus on maintaining and improving the functioning 

of the soil, in particular, the top, humus layer, which contains the greatest amount of organic 

matter.295

This organic vision of soil and how best to manage it differed greatly from the dominant 

theory of soil composition employed by agricultural commentators of the day. The latter took 

their cue from soil chemists who emphasised that healthy plant growth is dependent on 

adequate supplies of a limited range of inorganic minerals, most importantly nitrogen and 

phosphorus. Although soil scientists such as A Daniel Hall and E J Russell acknowledged 

that plants make use of many trace elements present in soil, they did not agree that such trace 

elements were crucial to maintaining plant health and they did not demonstrate much interest 

in biological arguments about the role played by micro-organisms in facilitating plant growth.
296 They dismissed the organic movement’s accusation that application of nitrogen and 

phosphorus-based fertilisers might alter or impair soil composition and/or functioning in 

ways that would be injurious to plants. According to Eve, writing in The Living Soil, the 

chemists’ view of soil composition was fundamentally flawed and dangerously reductive. By 
292Science has moved on since 1943, rendering the experiments Eve cites out of date, but her basic argument, 
that soils are home to micro-organisms that are involved in promoting – or suppressing – vegetative growth 
has been vindicated and strengthened by research since the 1940s.
293Balfour, Living Soil: p.53.
294These organic arguments remain contentious issues to this day.
295Eve quotes from S. A Waksman’s book Humus: Origin, Chemical Composition and Importance in Nature  
(Baillière, Tindall and Cox: London, 1937) to provide readers with a description of humus. Balfour, Living Soil,  
p.53.
296E J Russell and  Sir A Daniel Hall were prominent soil chemists associated with Rothamsted Experimental 
Station in Hertfordshire, an internationally-regarded soil research centre that played a key role in supporting 
the commercialisation of fossil fuel-derived fertilisers. Russell publicly defended the use of commercial 
inorganic fertilisers during the Second World War and dismissed allegations that war-time emphasis on 
maximising arable production had resulted in a reduction in soil fertility on British farm land. See Russell's 
letter to The Times, 03/03/44, p.5.
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promoting an interpretation of soil based entirely on its bulk mineral components, chemists 

were guilty of over-simplifying soil, ignoring the field of biology almost altogether, and 

encouraging farmers to neglect soil health: “… the issue is ... the relative importance of the 

biological and chemical aspects of soil fertility: it is a question of the respective merits of a 

living soil and a dead one. If it is the life of the soil that is its most important property, then 

obviously we must stop killing it with lethal chemical salts”.297

Although The Living Soil includes a discussion about the way artificial fertilisers were 

suspected by organic supporters of compromising soil fertility, Eve is less interested in 

pillorying artificials at length than in exploring how farmers and gardeners might be able to 

maximise soil fertility through composting. Adding compost to soil in order to build up the 

biologically-active humus layer is the secret to soil health, argues Eve, and The Living Soil 

includes instructions about how to compost properly.298 Theories about how compost worked 

its magic, so to speak, are outlined in painstaking detail and Eve summarises research 

undertaken by a handful of scientists, notably Albert Howard and M C Rayner.299 Both 

argued that crops grown in soil enriched with compost are healthier. Eve quotes Rayner’s 

conclusions in order to support the theory that the success of compost lies not in its ability to 

deliver more nutrients directly to plant roots, which is what artificial fertilisers do, but in its 

capacity to stimulate microbiological activity in the soil, thus allowing plants to take 

advantage of the activities of those micro-organisms, in the process gaining access to a full 

range of nutrients and resisting diseases more effectively. Rayner’s experiments led her to 

conclude that:

“compost treatments operate mainly by bringing about fundamental changes in the 

organic residues [of the soil], whereby the microbiological activities of the soil and 

their ultimate by-products are profoundly and permanently modified… the use of 

organic composts produced qualitative changes in the humus constituents and … these 

rather than increase in the [soil’s general] supply of available nutrients are the 

fundamental cause of restored fertility”.300

297Balfour, Living Soil: p.185.
298Balfour, Living Soil: pp.55-61, 211-214. Eve endorsed Sir Albert Howard’s “Indore” method of composting, 
although she acknowledged that other methods were also effective. 
299Eve read Howard’s An Agricultural Testament and through it discovered the work of Cambridge forestry 
biologist Dr M C Rayner and her research into the role of soil fungi in plant development. The explanation Eve 
sets out in The Living Soil (Chapters III – V, pp. 44-103) about compost’s power to improve soil fertility is a 
synthesis of the two scientists’ views, with Rayner’s interpretation at times getting the upper hand.
300M C Rayner, The Mycorrhizal Habit in Relation to Forestry, Oxford University Press, 1941, quoted by Balfour, 
Living Soil: p.77. This appears to have been a short book comprising reprints of four articles by M C Rayner 
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Although Eve clearly believed that composting was the key to maintaining soil fertility – 

citing examples of 'ultra healthy' people in northern India and in China who practised 

composting on a scale unknown in Europe – she was also committed to the organic 

movement's quest at the time to prove that compost enhances soil quality through scientific 

research. Here is the point at which The Living Soil serves Eve's and the Haughley 

Experiment trustees' purpose, with a chapter devoted to describing plans to conduct long-

term, scientific research at New Bells and Walnut Tree farms in Suffolk. Entitled “Haughley 

Research Trust”, Eve uses the chapter to explain that an organisation has already been 

formed, of which she is a member, with the goal of conducting long-term, rigorous research 

into the effectiveness of compost. She goes on to specify how this trial will operate, and 

includes, in an appendix, a great deal of detail about preparations already under way at New 

Bells and Walnut Tree farms.301 The plan, particularly as it was outlined in The Living Soil, 

was a hugely ambitious one.302 Nevertheless, Eve expresses the belief that useful results could 

be expected after ten years, and she emphasises the urgent need for an answer to the question 

of soil's impact on health: "Is, or is not, the biological aspect of soil fertility... of vital 

importance to health? Since future correct soil management is dependent on an answer to this 

question .... It is a matter of urgency to all sections of the population. Delay in finding the 

answer may be disastrous."303 Clearly, The Living Soil offered a unique opportunity to attract 

further support for the Haughley Experiment. Indeed, Brander argues that Eve's primary 

motivation in writing the book was to "arouse interest in and raise money for" the research 

scheme.304

The Living Soil is also a book shaped by the British civilian experience of the Second World 

War, and war-time debate about coming peace-time reconstruction. It contains a great deal of 

comment about, and a series of recommendations concerning, British post-war policy as 

regards health and medicine, agriculture, housing, education and scientific research. The 

majority of Eve Balfour's criticisms of existing British policy focus on health issues, since 

originally published in OUP's journal Forestry between 1934 and 1939.
301Balfour, 'Chapter VIII: Haughley Research Trust' and 'Appendix to Chapter VIII: Haughley Research Trust', 
Living Soil. pp.159-172, 202-206.
302For example, the soil tests Eve expected to be undertaken as part of the research were extensive, expensive 
and labour intensive: “The soil tests would include the usual chemical analyses for phosphorus, nitrogen, 
potash and lime, and also biological tests to determine the extent of fungal activity and, so far as possible, the 
behaviour of the soil population … All field tests would be supplemented wherever possible by pot 
experiments under laboratory conditions. These various tests would continue throughout the whole course of 
the experiments so that the results … could later be correlated with any results obtained in [animal] feeding 
experiments.” Balfour, Living Soil, p.167.
303Balfour, Living Soil, pp.171-172.
304Brander, Eve Balfour, p151.
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The Living Soil is as much a book about human health as it is about agriculture. For instance, 

Eve makes the point that medical researchers are not encouraged to look at health in a 

comprehensive manner, but instead they hone in on individual diseases and forget that the 

ultimate goal is good overall health. On this issue, she quotes G T Wrench: “a great deal is 

found out about each … disease; there is a huge, unmanageable accumulation of knowledge, 

and this and that disease is checked or overcome. But our wholeness has not been restored to 

us. On the contrary, it is fragmented into a great number of diseases and still more ailments”.
305 Interestingly, there is little detailed criticism of agricultural policy in The Living Soil, 

despite Eve’s knowledge of the subject and her recent past as a campaigner in the anti-tithe 

protest movement. Eve generally focuses on describing specific agricultural practices and 

explaining her vision for the future of farming rather than critiquing existing policy. That 

said, she criticises the government’s plan for combating foot and mouth disease in cattle, 

which gives her the opportunity to make the point once again that the type of agriculture 

practised by farmers may have a direct impact on the ability of livestock to resist disease. Eve 

describes an attempt by Gerard Wallop (referred to as Lord Lymington) to convince the 

government’s veterinary service that outbreaks of foot and mouth are a sign of general poor 

health in cattle and therefore cannot be solved by wholesale culls:

“At present … the policy in the case of this disease, is to slaughter not only all infected 

animals, but also all contacts, at the same time prohibiting any movement of stock in an 

area fifteen miles around the site of the outbreak. Anyone who has studied the 

outbreaks in recent years, cannot fail to have been struck by the way in which farms 

next door to the one where an outbreak has occurred, so often escape infection, while 

others, more widely separated, succumb. It is difficult to reconcile this with the official 

theory that the spread of infection is due to birds or ground vermin.

Lord Lymington … suggested an experiment … to be tried when foot and mouth next 

occurred in a suitable locality, such as the Isle of Wight, where a whole area could be 

effectively isolated. His idea was that instead of adopting the slaughter policy, they 

should prohibit any movement of stock to or from the island, and let the disease take its 

course, carefully noting the farmers that escaped and comparing the system of farming 

in practice there, with that on the farms to which the disease spread. The vets ‘threw up 

305Wrench, The Wheel of Health, page unknown, quoted by Balfour, Living Soil, p.144.
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their hands in horror’ and said: ‘Do you suggest that half of Europe is badly farmed?’”
306

Just as she does with foot and mouth, Eve tells a compelling story about housing in order to 

make the point that the food people eat has a greater impact on their health than the quality of 

their housing. She quotes from the Cheshire Palatine’s Medical Testament to tell the tale of 

the transfer of 153 families living in the “slums” of Stockton-on-Tees to a newly-built 

housing estate, called Mount Pleasant. The aim of the move was to improve the health of the 

families, but the death rate among the families that were moved allegedly increased by 46% 

compared to similar families who remained in the slums. What had gone wrong? “Man lives 

primarily by bread, not by housing, and the food of the Mount Pleasant people was what had 

deteriorated," writes Eve.307 Because rents on the new housing estate were substantially 

higher than they had been in Stockton’s slums, the families moved there had less money to 

spend on food, and therefore death rates rose. Eve appeals directly to her readers at the end of 

this story: “I would ask you specially to note this … in view of the number of prominent 

people who to-day give housing first place in their plans for reconstruction”.308 Neither the 

authors of the Medical Testament nor Eve appear to have considered the possibility that the 

mere act of moving may have been enough to increase the death rate.

Chapter nine of The Living Soil, entitled “Facing the Implications”, presents Eve's 

recommendations for changes to national policy. Collectively, these amount to a near-

comprehensive policy prescription, albeit a roughly sketched one conducted at whirlwind 

speed. Eve begins by arguing that scientific confirmation of soil fertility’s role in maintaining 

human health is urgently required: “…no plan for a new Britain can be laid on a sound 

foundation unless the question is first answered as to whether a connection exists between 

biological soil fertility and health”.309 Authoritative research of the type being planned by the 

Haughley Research Trust must therefore be undertaken. Next, there is the recommendation 

that the departments of health, food and agriculture be merged or joined in some way, since 

their work should be intimately linked. If soil fertility leads to plant and animal vitality, 

which leads to improved human health, then farmers, doctors and food producers must work 

together. Eve does not go into detail about how such an amalgamation should take place, but 

she repeatedly argues that such a change would require agriculture to be viewed by the 

306Balfour, Living Soil, p.123.
307County Palatine, Medical Testament, quoted by Balfour, Living Soil, p.42.
308Balfour, Living Soil, p.43.
309Balfour, Living Soil, p.173
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government and by the people as a public service and not an industry: “if the nation’s health 

depends on the way its food is grown, then agriculture must be looked upon as one of the 

health services, in fact the primary health service… The greatest social service of all is, or 

should be, the provision of the people’s food.”310 Having established this framework, Eve 

speculates about the re-organisation that would be required to put soil fertility at the heart of 

health and agricultural policy. She argues that if fresh food is central to good health then a 

reduction in the amount of food being imported must take place, regardless of the impact 

such a step would have on the country’s balance of payments.311 If more compost is needed 

for farms then “the complete re-organisation of existing sewage and town waste disposal 

plants” must be implemented, so that sewage and municipal waste is delivered to farms in the 

quantity that is required.”312 Likewise, an increase in livestock numbers might be necessary to 

produce more compost,313 as might a return to using horses as draught animals.314 A ban on 

the use of particular chemicals on agricultural land should be introduced “if further 

investigations should prove that certain chemicals injure the health-giving powers of the soil 

…if this cuts across vested interests, then the nation’s health is more important than any 

vested interest, and are we not fighting this war to end exploitation of all kinds?” asks Eve.315 

Agricultural research is, inevitably, earmarked for change: “another urgently needed reform 

is the opening of an entirely new line of agricultural research based on health rather than 

pathology, and on soil and plant ecology rather than on chemistry. There should also be 

legislation requiring fertilizers, before being put on the market, to be subjected to tests to 

determine their effect on the soil population…"316 Eve also considers the new garden cities 

being planned for post-war Britain and presents a design for residential housing within such 

communities. Houses would be equipped with earth rather than water closets, whose contents 

would be regularly removed and turned into compost. Each group of houses would have an 

organic garden maintained by a gardener, whose salary would be paid by residents in the 

310Balfour, Living Soil, p.174.
311Balfour, Living Soil, p.174.
312Balfour, Living Soil, p.174.
313Balfour, Living Soil, p.175.
314Balfour, Living Soil, p.178.
315Balfour, Living Soil, p.175.
316Balfour, Living Soil, p.185. This is one area where legislative changes have been introduced in recent years 
that begin to approach Eve Balfour's policy vision. In the early 1990s, agri-chemical manufacturers began to be 
required to submit comprehensive safety data before being allowed to launch new products on the EU market. 
The thousands of agri-chemical products already available within the EU are to be subject to retrospective 
testing, which is progressing at a slow pace. The data necessary to gain authorisation under the new regime, or 
to secure continued access to the market for 'existing' products, is designed to protect only human health and 
does not assess products’ impact on soil flora and fauna.
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form of a “garden rate”. In return, residents would be assured a supply of fresh, compost-

grown vegetables.317

The Living Soil also features arguments in favour of state control over food production and 

agriculture. Citing William Beveridge's 1942 blueprint for a post-war welfare state, Eve 

questions Beveridge's assertion that “security of sickness was one of the two factors of 

reconstruction that did not raise any big political issue”. She suggests that “if it were shown 

that the primary factor in the prevention of sickness lay in soil management” then the 

government would be expected to “exercise a wide control” over land utilisation, land 

management and a “whole range of subsidiary interests” relating to food production and 

distribution as well as municipal waste disposal.318 First, is Eve's argument that state control 

over food production might be necessary to protect food quality. Eve portrays herself as 

reluctant to embrace state control but willing to do so in the interest of public health:

“If, in order to serve the needs of the soil, and thereby serve every citizen of the land, 

instead of just a few, it becomes necessary to turn the whole organisation of food 

production, preparation, and distribution, over to public ownership; if farmer, miller, 

butcher, baker – all of us concerned with food – have to be incorporated into one vast 

social service, decentralized, but nevertheless unified, equivalent to the proposed State 

Medical Service, then even so drastic a step as that must be taken, for still the nation’s 

health comes first”.319

Related to the idea of bringing food production under some type of state control is Eve’s idea 

that in future agricultural land will probably be publicly owned: “that some form of public 

ownership (not necessarily nationalization) will eventually come, I feel personally 

convinced,” she wrote.320 While not a fan of public ownership of land/ land nationalisation, 

Eve was responding to a debate that began in the inter war period and continued into the war. 

From the early 1920s, and with increasing frequency and insistence during the 1930s, state 

control of farming was promoted by economists and others with an interest in agriculture. 

Many respected agricultural commentators, not least agricultural economist C S Orwin, felt 

the time had come for a substantial reduction in the number of small, family-run farms. In 

Orwin's vision of the future, family farms were to be replaced by much larger, industrial 

317Balfour, Living Soil, pp.183-184.
318Balfour, Living Soil, p.173.
319Balfour, Living Soil, p.175.
320Balfour, Living Soil, p.187.
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farms and this transformation was to be facilitated by the state.321 Such visions were, of 

course, part of a wider inter war discussion about the potential of collectivist approaches and 

greater state intervention in the economy, prompted to a significant extent by the formation of 

the Soviet Union with its centralised economic planning and enormous, iconic state farms. 

Viscount Astor's and B Seebohm Rowntree's 1938 report on their enquiry into British 

farming, British Agriculture: The Principles of Future Policy, advocated “a substantial 

experiment in the public ownership of land”, but “not the public management of farming”.322 

As discussed, once the war began substantial state control over, and surveillance of, the day-

to-day activities of farmers seemed to many to be a further sign that some type of state 

control and/or land nationalisation would form part of the post-war reconstruction 

programme, and opinion polls suggested that the public would support such a move.323 By the 

end of the war nationalisation of farmland seemed less likely, but when Eve was writing The 

Living Soil it seemed a genuine post-war possibility. Eve’s willingness to accept some type of 

state control over agriculture and food production was not only a reflection of the political 

atmosphere of the time, but was also influenced by her belief that “profiteering” by farmers 

and food producers always poses a significant threat to food quality:

“…it will always be extremely difficult to prevent exploitation of soil or citizen while 

private profit remains the primary consideration governing the handling of food at any 

point between the soil and the consumer’s table, and while propaganda, instigated in the 

interests of private profit, is allowed such power that it can create an artificial demand 

for an inferior article.”324

However, having indicated her support for state control over food quality, Eve specifies that 

she sees this as a necessary evil and not an ideal situation. At heart, she saw herself as a 

supporter of private property and progressive, perhaps 'aristocratic' private enterprise:

“In practice, when private ownership, whether of land or industry, is regarded as a trust, 

by an owner fully alive to his responsibilities, it probably gives better service to the 

community than any form of nationalization. The trouble is that no machinery … exists 

for insuring that such standards shall be general. The result is that the conscientious 
321C S Orwin, The Future of Farming (Clarendon Press, 1930).
322Astor and Rowntree, British Agriculture: (first edition, 1938), p. xi.
323For a discussion of how farmers during the war perceived the threat of land nationalisation see Janet 
Waymark, “The War Agricultural Executive Committee in Dorset: state-directed farming or the preservation of 
the landed estate?"in Front line, pp.143, 145, 148. Addison notes that opinions polls during the war indicated 
that “a majority approved of the nationalization of land...”. Paul Addision, Road to 1945, pp. 264, 325.
324Balfour, Living Soil, p.187.
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private owner is often prevented from fulfilling his obligations, and carrying out what 

he knows to be his duty, because of the behaviour of his less scrupulous 

competitors. ...some form of public control would seem to be inevitable."325

The policy criticisms and recommendations Eve Balfour makes in the first edition of The 

Living Soil offer a picture of her thinking just before she began to take on a public role as an 

organic campaigner. The unique challenges brought by the war and her awareness that 

fundamental changes to British policy would be introduced in the post-war period clearly 

coloured her thoughts and excited her hugely. It is in the final chapter of The Living Soil, 

entitled "Postscript", that Eve is at her most idealistic and utopian. Here, she makes use of the 

Christian concept of selfless service to imagine a post-war Britain in which capitalist and 

socialist join forces for the good of the community. She urges readers to turn their backs on 

materialism and she emphasises the responsibility of individual citizens to contribute to a 

living democracy. The chapter is frequently inspiring – for instance, when she discusses the 

need to treat democracy "like a colt that has to be exercised every day in all weathers...".326 

Yet its utopian flavour can also be overwhelming, with Eve Balfour suddenly akin to an 

evangelical preacher. On the final page of The Living Soil, Eve writes: "When a new 

generation has arisen, taught to have a living faith in the Christian ideals, to value and 

conserve its soil, and to put service before comfort, then not only will our land have citizens 

worth of it, but it will also be a land of happy contented people...".327

Responses to The Living Soil

That The Living Soil was a success – indeed, a bestseller – has been a long-standing assertion 

of the British organic movement, repeated from the late 1940s to the present day. The book's 

legendary success is important because Eve and others explicitly linked its positive reception,  

which apparently generated "nearly five hundred enthusiastic letters" from appreciative and 

inquisitive readers, to the decision in 1945 to found a new organic organisation, the Soil 

Association. Letters arrived from enthusiastic readers in far-flung parts of the British Empire, 

such as Basuto Land, as well as from all over Britain.328 The Living Soil was also translated 

into other languages toward the end of the war and during the immediate post-war period, 

325Balfour, Living Soil, p.188.
326Balfour, Living Soil, p.194.
327Balfour, Living Soil, p.201.
328Brander, Eve Balfour,pp.154, 159-164. Brander does not specify his source for the almost 500 letters claim, 
however, he offers details about the origins and contents of some individual letters and discusses efforts by 
Faber & Faber to comply with Red Cross requests for the book to be sent to various prisoner of war camps. 
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including into Swedish and Czech, and an American version was produced.329 First published 

in August 1943, by the end of October Faber's Richard de la Mare had written to Eve to tell 

her that a reprint was already necessary. The significance of this early reprint may not be 

great, since with paper in short supply during the war, Faber & Faber may have printed few 

first edition copies. The initial reprint took place before the end of 1943,330 and by the time a 

revised edition was published in 1949, the first edition had been reprinted seven times, with 

two reprintings in 1944 and a further two in 1945. There was one reprint each year in 1946, 

1947 and 1948, followed by the revised edition in 1949, which was reprinted once in 1950 

and again in 1951.331 Further research is needed to interpret the success of The Living Soil 

compared to other agricultural titles published in the same period, however, the fact that the 

book was reprinted at least once a year for nine consecutive years should indicate that it was 

something of a commercial success.

Early critical response to The Living Soil is difficult to locate, raising the possibility that the 

book may not have attracted much attention from critics. Certainly, it was initially less-

widely fêted than Wallop's 1938 pro-organic polemic, Famine in England. Reviews and/or 

simple 'write-ups' announcing the book's publication do not appear to have been published in 

the two leading agricultural weeklies, Farmer's Weekly and Farmer & Stock-breeder, despite 

the fact that both magazines frequently ran short articles alerting readers to interesting new 

books. Neither was there mention of The Living Soil in The Dairy Farmer, although its 

“Books for Farmers” column recommended Gerard Wallop's new book, Alternative to  

Death.332 The Times appears not to have run a review. An agricultural column in the 23 

October 1943 edition of Cavalcade acted as a review, of sorts. Entitled “Soil and Sociology”, 

the column presented The Living Soil as a detailed and challenging read, but a worthwhile 

one, and referred to Eve Balfour as “one of the most distinguished observers and workers in 

this field”.333

329Brander, Eve Balfour, p.166.
330Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.153, 159.
331Information taken from Balfour, The Living Soil: evidence of the importance to human health of soil vitality, 
(Faber & Faber, 1951, third printing of revised edition), p.4. Unless otherwise stated, as in this footnote, all 
references to The Living Soil are to the first edition, published in 1943.
332No mention of The Living Soil appears to feature in editions of The Dairy Farmer from summer 1943 through 
spring 1944. Mention of Stapledon's Way of the Land is made in the June 1943 edition (p.14) and Wallop's 
Alternative to Death features in the November 1943 edition (p.17), which presents a series of books suitable as 
Christmas gifts for farmers. In addition to far-right polemicist Wallop's latest tome, readers were urged to 
consider John Boyd Orr's Target for Tomorrow: No. 3 – Food and the People and the Communist Party 
Memorandum, British Agriculture and the War. Clearly, The Dairy Farmer sought to cater for a wide range of 
political tastes.
333 'Soil and Sociology', Cavalcade, 23/10/43, p. 11. During this period, Cavalcade reported on the chemical vs 
humus debate regularly. It devoted another of its agriculture columns to promoting Faber & Faber's new 
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Whatever the scale of response to the book in the months immediately after its publication in 

August 1943, a second wave of interest is likely to have occurred in the spring of 1944, after 

an advertisement featuring a quote from The Living Soil and identifying Lady E B Balfour as 

its author ran in at least five high-profile publications during the last week of February, 

including several national dailies and the two most significant agricultural weeklies. To my 

knowledge, this thesis represents the first time the advertisement has been noted. The largest 

version of the advertisement ran in Farmer's Weekly, in a position likely to have been the 

most expensive available to advertisers, the front cover (see photo, p.72).334 Sponsored by 

Boots, the chain of chemists, the advert was dominated by a black and white line drawing of 

a traditional, 'olde worlde' farm scene. There are sheep with their lambs in the foreground and 

thatched hayricks. Two farmworkers can be seen in the distance. Below the illustration is a 

quote from The Living Soil: "'If a nation's health depends on the way its food is grown, then 

agriculture must be looked upon as one of the health services, in fact the primary health 

service.' - from 'The Living Soil' by Lady E B Balfour (Faber & Faber)." The Farmer's  

Weekly version of the advert was large enough to boast a second paragraph, which was not a 

quote from The Living Soil, although its first two sentences reflect sentiments Eve Balfour is 

likely to have shared. The second paragraph read: "The best fed community is one that can 

largely rely on the produce of its own fields. Proper diet is not just a matter of quantity. Our 

food to-day must have qualities determined by the bio-chemist, and approved by the doctor. 

Healthy farming is a partnership between the scientist and the farmer. Healthy farming makes 

a healthy nation." All versions of the advertisement included the sentence, "Healthy farming 

makes a healthy nation", and ended with: "Issued in the interests of a healthy community by 

Boots". The version of the advert that ran in Farmer & Stock-breeder magazine had a 

similarly high-profile position, located on the right-hand half of the front cover of the 22 

February 1944 edition.335 The advert also appeared in national dailies, including The Times, 

edition of the Clifton Park System of Farming, which featured an introduction by rural visionary and grasslands 
expert, Sir George Stapledon. (“Chemical Farming”, 31/07/43, p. 11) and its letters page included more than 
one contribution from reader S Needham of Carshalton Beeches in Surrey, who was a fierce opponent of the 
agri-chemical industry and a dedicated supporter of Sir Albert Howard (See 28/08/43 and 13/11/43 editions). 
The 25/09/43 edition featured Gerard Wallop's latest book, Alternative to Death, as the 'lead' title in the two-
page books section. “Soil and Salvation: Apostle of Family Life Outlines His Creed”, p. 12. Brander also refers to 
positive reviews of The Living Soil appearing in The Daily Mail, The Scotsman, and The Guild Gardener but does 
not provide details. Brander, Eve Balfour,p.160. Any collection of reviews Eve Balfour might have kept was 
probably destroyed in a fire, which consumed most of the contents of her office – a former Nissen hut – in 
December 1952. Further investigation of daily newspaper coverage, both national and regional, as well as that 
of specialist magazines is required before an accurate picture can be developed.
334Farmer's Weekly, 25/02/44, p.1.
335Farmer &  Stock-breeder, 22/02/44, p.1. The front cover of each edition always included two vertical ads. 
The right hand space would likely have been the more coveted given the way in which most readers' eyes fall 
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The Daily Mail, and The News Chronicle. It does not appear to have run in The Daily  

Express.336 

The advertisement was one in a series produced by Boots during 1943/1944, under the title 

"The Farmer, the Scientist and You". The Boots ad featuring The Living Soil was number five 

in the series. Number six had a similar design, with a line drawing of a farmer out on a field 

with horses and a quote from Astor's and Rowntree's, British Agriculture: "Greater 

agricultural efficiency is the essential condition of a harmonious marriage between nutrition 

and agriculture. We should look to the development of British agriculture mainly in an 

increased production of 'health foods' for which our farmers enjoy a high degree of natural 

protection".337 At the time, Boots manufactured agri-chemicals as well as pharmaceuticals 

and, thus, was keen to court farmers.338 Also, the company may have been planning to market 

vitamin supplements after the war, which might explain its interest in nutrition. What Eve 

Balfour thought of the ad or, indeed, whether she had any involvement in convincing Boots 

on the page.
336Publication dates: The Times, 25/02/44: p.2; The Daily Mail, 22/02/44: p.3; The News Chronicle, 29/02/44; 
p.4; Further research is needed to discover whether this ad ran in other publications. Ads from the same 
Boots-sponsored series ran in The Dairy Farmer in the first half of 1944, however, the ad featuring a quote 
from The Living Soil does not appear to have been among them.
337The sixth ad featuring the quote from British Agriculture ran in the 06/03/44 edition of The Daily Express,  
p.4. Another ad in the series ran in the 28/01/44 edition of Farmer's Weekly. In this ad, the illustration is of 
men constructing a thatched rick, with no machines in sight. The quote this time is from a speech made by R S 
Hudson, MP and minister of Agriculture: "If we go forward with faith, 'cleaving unto the things that are good,' 
we shall achieve our aim. But do not let us forget that the history of every great nation has shown that it only 
survives so long as its roots stretch deeply down into the soil." The quote is followed by text similar to that 
which would appear in a few weeks' time in the Farmer's Weekly version of the Boots/Living Soil ad: "The best-
fed community is one that can rely largely on the produce of its own fields. Proper diet is not just a matter of 
quantity. Our food today must have qualities determined by the bio-chemist and approved by the doctor. 
Healthy farming is a partnership between the scientist and the farmer. Healthy farming makes a healthy 
nation. Issued in the interests of a healthy community by Boots The Chemists." Other advertisements in the 
series included quotes from: Professor J C Drummond, who advised the Ministry of Food (“Home production 
during this war has required great skill in maintaining a sound agricultural balance...To no small extent the 
good record of health we are able to show today, after years of intense war effort and no little hardship, is a 
measure of the efficient planning and operation of the agricultural plans.”); and from the director of the 
potato and carrot division of the Ministry of Food (extolling the virtues of the potato as “food insurance in 
wartime”).
338Boots' involvement in the agri-chemical industry at this time is evident from ads it placed in the agricultural 
press publicising its products. On the front cover of the 21/03/44 edition of Farmer & Stock-Breeder Boots 
advertised its seed dressing, Harvesan. The ad reads: "You get MORE form EVERY ACRE by using HARVESAN 
dressed seed. Approved by the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries." There is then a description of the 
diseases Harvesan prevents, followed by: "The cost of using Harvesan is about 1/- per acre." Readers are told it 
is "Obtainable from all branches of Boots. The Farmer's Chemists." James Fergusson argues that Boots was 
highly active in developing and selling agri-chemicals after the Second World War: “in the late 1940s Boots was 
at the forefront of the race to develop agrochemicals, with a research department that in some respects 
rivalled ICI's. Research into new agricultural, horticultural and veterinary products was a pet interest of the 
chairman Lord Trent...The company's agricultural division was... greatly enlarged after the war. By 1952.... 
Boots was farming some 4,500 in England and Wales purely for experimental purposes”. James Fergusson, The 
Vitamin Murders: Who killed healthy eating in Britain? (Portobello Books, 2007), p. 167.
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to feature her book in the series, is not known. Also, while it is clear that the Boots ads were 

looking ahead to a post-war world, with text focused on issues at the heart of debate about 

peace-time agricultural policy, the ads' 'olde worlde' images strongly harkened back to pre-

mechanised farming. This apparent contradiction between forward-looking text and 

backward-looking imagery was not unusual in British war-time advertising, as David 

Clampin notes: “for many advertisers in this period, the pre-war world and the heritage of the 

past became a key motif in looking forward”.339

In addition to the Boots-sponsored ads in the national and agricultural press, 1944 was also 

the year when Eve was commissioned to write and deliver a series of ten radio talks for the 

BBC's war-time African service. The first of these aired at the end of April and the remaining 

nine were broadcast thereafter on a fortnightly basis, finishing at the end of August. Each 

"Living Soil" talk was five to six minutes in length and was broadcast as part of a variety 

programme called Radio Trek, which aired on Thursday evenings. Eve's talks appear to have 

been included as one of the heavier-weight elements in the programme, with many of the 

other Radio Trek items offering 'lighter' entertainment.340 The scripts Eve wrote for Radio 

Trek were largely based on ideas and opinions she had expressed in her book, hence the 

series title, "Living Soil". That said, a few references scattered throughout the talks suggest 

Eve had made important, new contacts since writing her book. For instance, Eve cites the 

Peckham Experiment in south London and its founders, Dr Scott Williamson and Dr Innes 

Pearse, people she does not appear to have known before writing The Living Soil.341 Over the 

course of the ten-part series Eve describes soil as biologically 'live' and as able to provide for 

all plants' needs so long as climatic conditions and/or human interference do not threaten its 

functioning. Soil microbiology is outlined briefly and Eve tries to explain in simple terms 
339David J Clampin, 'The Role of Commercial Advertising in Britain during the Second World War' (unpublished 
PhD thesis, Aberystwyth University, 2007), p. 296. Part VII ('Something to Look Forward To': Visions of a post-
war world, May 1941-September 1945) of Clampin's thesis focuses on how advertisers sought to appeal to 
customers' dreams of a return to peace. In addition to 'futuristic' advertisements, Clampin draws attention to a 
proliferation of “images of  the pre-war world” used by advertisers “to lead the people forward”, p. 295.
340The first talk was broadcast on 27/04/44 and the last on 31/08/44. Eve was paid 5 guineas per talk plus train 
fare to and from London to attend recording sessions. Tapes of these broadcasts no longer exist, however, 
scripts of eight out of ten of the talks  are held by BBC WAC. The only other person to have acknowledged the 
existence of these talks is Michael Brander, who learned of them through references in letters held by Faber & 
Faber but who did not locate the scripts. Brander writes : "Eve was at this time engaged in a series of 
broadcast talks on compost and farming, which were widely appreciated. Faber declined to publish them in 
book form. They suggested, however, that they might consider a simplified form of The Living Soil for younger 
readers, but not while the sales continued so well" Brander, Eve Balfour, p.162.
341The Peckham Experiment was not mentioned in the first edition of The Living Soil and it would seem Eve met 
Dr Scott Williamson, Dr Innes Pearse and others associated with the scheme, not least C Donald Wilson after 
her book was published. The two Peckham Experiment leaders would go on to play an important role in the 
early Soil Association and they provided the new organisation with its first office space in Marylebone.
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why particular elements within the soil may be essential to plant and, even, human health. For 

example, in the third talk of the series, Eve discusses the role of fungi in enhancing plant 

health: "...it is the activities of these fungi that appear to give to plants the power, not only to 

resist disease themselves, but to pass on this resistance to their animal and human consumers. 

This is not as difficult to believe as it was before the discovery of the wonderful properties of 

certain fungus moulds, such as penicillium."342 The problem of soil erosion is emphasised 

repeatedly, perhaps because many African farming listeners were concerned about the issue. 

Erosion is described as the final outcome of a gradual but often unnoticed loss in soil fertility: 

"...the first symptom of declining fertility is usually the appearance in our crops of serious 

disease or plagues of pests."343 Man is depicted as generally destructive and unthinking in the 

way he exploits soil. Eve cites the well-known example of the Sahara desert once having 

been fertile farmland to underline the catastrophic consequences of over-exploitation of soil. 

Commercial chemistry's response to soil fertility is criticised as overly simplistic and as 

tending to exacerbate soil deficiencies: "[The chemists] ... worked out the mineral 

requirements of plants, and most ably provided us with these foods in soluble form. These 

new fertilizers had the immediate effect of bolstering falling production. This blinded us for a 

long time to the possibility that the cure might, in reality, prove a means of aggravating the 

disease."344 Instead of chemicals, Eve recommends "humus farming", which is based on the 

use of compost as a soil treatment, and she gives examples of farmers in Africa who have 

reported good results from such compost-based approaches.345

A notable quality of these BBC African service talks is how freely Eve expresses her belief in 

organic arguments that were not supported by either scientific evidence or widespread public 

acceptance. For instance, in her fifth talk Eve states: "probably half the illnesses to which 

mankind is prone, and an even greater number of our livestock disorders, are due primarily to 

soil deficiencies of one kind or another."346 Her final talk ends with Eve urging listeners to 

ask themselves a fundamental question whenever they are planning their crops or deciding 

how to treat their land: "'will what I plan make [the soil] more alive, or less alive?'"347

Preparing for the post-war period

342Eve Balfour, "Living Soil", Radio Trek – No.10, 25/05/44, BBC broadcast script, p.3, BBC WAC
343Balfour, "Living Soil", Radio Trek – No.12, 08/06/44, p.3, BBC WAC.
344Balfour, "Living Soil", Radio Trek – No.18, 20/07/44, p.3, BBC WAC.
345Balfour. "Living Soil", Radio Trek – No.20, 03/08/44, p.5; Balfour, "Living Soil", Radio Trek – No.22, 17/08/44: 
pp.3-4, BBC WAC
346Balfour, "Living Soil", Radio Trek – No.14, 22/06/44, p.3, BBC WAC.
347Balfour, "Living Soil", Radio Trek – No.24, 31/08/44, p.4, BBC WAC.
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Despite the success of The Living Soil and what would appear to be the beginnings of a 

public profile for Eve as an organic campaigner via the BBC broadcasts, it is important not to 

overstate her success during the two or three years after the book was published and before 

establishment of the Soil Association. Press coverage of the compost versus chemicals debate 

is noticeable during 1943 and 1944 in the agricultural press, with articles and letters to the 

editor published debating the issue, not to mention an increasing number of advertisements 

from fertiliser manufacturers such as ICI and Fisons. Yet I have found no reference to Eve's 

name in The Times, Farmer & Stock-breeder or Farmer's Weekly during the twelve-month 

period beginning July 1943 and ending July 1944.348 On the other hand, an article entitled 

“Compost is Best for Soils, Plants and Ourselves”, published in the 06/05/43 edition of The 

News Chronicle, reporting on a speech delivered by Eve to the Food Education Society, 

suggests Eve was acting as an organic campaigner during the war and that she succeeded in 

attracting some press coverage.349 In addition, a letter written by Eve's sister, Eleanor Cole, 

and published in late 1943 in the Women's Institute magazine, Home & Country, mentions 

Eve and The Living Soil and describes the primary organic argument that compost-based 

farming results in healthier food. Cole calls on branches of the Women's Institute to support 

Eve in urging the government to fund a scientific experiment similar to The Haughley 

Experiment.350 Despite these two examples, it would seem that Eve Balfour's position within 

the organic movement and her public profile as an organic spokesperson during the two to 

three years after The Living Soil was published and before the Soil Association was 

established was a minor one. Her voice was not as strong as that of other, more established 

figures of the 'compost school'; she remained a newly-arrived figure.

Eve Balfour's experiences during the Second World War were highly significant in 

determining the course her life would take after the war ended. At the beginning of the war 

she was close to bankruptcy and, quite possibly, exhausted by the challenge of surviving as a 

348See Appendix C. Whilst Farmer's Weekly carried a substantial number of ads for artificial fertilisers during 
this period and referred to compost from time to time – including running a feature on how to compost using 
Albert Howard's Indore method – the amount of editorial devoted to the question of compost vs chemicals is 
considerably smaller than that which ran in The Farmer & Stock-breeder. As the preferred forum for discussion 
by the great and the good, The Times' letters pages included occasional references to the compost vs 
chemicals issue.
349Unnamed agricultural correspondent, “Compost is Best for Soils, Plants and Ourselves” in News Chronicle.  
06/05/43, p. 3. Organic supporter and Soil Association founding member, Lawrence Easterbrook, was 
employed for a time as agricultural correspondent for the News Chronicle, and may have been the author. 
Conford also refers to this article in Front Line, p.73. 
350Eleanor Cole, “Letter to the Editor” in Home and Country, December 1943, p. 199. Interestingly, the letter 
suggests that for a time Eve Balfour may have been hopeful of attracting government funds for The Haughley  
Experiment. Also of note: Eleanor Cole fails to make clear that she is, in fact, Eve Balfour's sister.
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full-time, owner-occupying farmer. Whether Eve felt comfortable acknowledging it or not, 

the loss of her family's ability to subsidise her farming business was a blow, as may have 

been the loss of access to money from private investors who funded various initiatives and 

purchases during the early-mid 1930s. In addition, many of the pursuits that had added 

excitement to Eve's life during the inter war period – being in a dance band, writing fiction, 

sailing holidays, journalism, and the tithe protests – had either come to an end or no longer 

took up a lot of her time. New activities and responsibilities emerged as a result of the war – 

learning to fly, ARP head warden duties, work associated with the WLA – but these did not 

last long into the post-war period. In contrast, Eve's new-found interest in apparent links 

between agricultural techniques and nutrition were not fly by night. This was a topic that 

seemed ideally suited to post-war Britain, intent as its leaders and the British people were on 

reconstructing society in such a way that confronted fundamental issues such as public health 

and the need to develop a more sustainable role for agriculture in the national economy. The 

plan to conduct research at Haughley offered Eve a way of moving beyond purely 

commercial agriculture, while still making use of her twenty years' experience as a farmer. 

By writing The Living Soil Eve proved herself an inspirational and accessible writer whose 

vision of the future met with approval from readers all over the world. 

To Eve and other supporters of organic agriculture who lived through the Second World War, 

the post-war years looked set to be the moment when their world view could be transformed 

into reality. The war had been won and everyone knew that significant reconstruction was 

being planned – not just reconstruction of the physical fabric of Britain, but of the 

fundamental ideas underpinning the policy framework governing the country. Now was the 

time for disputes of the inter war period about social equality and modernisation, which had 

had to be suppressed during the war, to be addressed. As Addison states: “By the spring of 

1945 a new and wide ranging prospectus of peacetime development was at an advanced stage 

of preparation...All three parties went to the polls in 1945 committed to principles of social 

and economic reconstruction... A massive new middle ground had arisen in politics”.351 As 

the Second World War was drawing to a close the idea of creating a new organic organisation 

was raised. Following invitations issued by Eve, a meeting was held in London in June 1945 

to discuss the creation of a 'clearing house of information' on the subject of agriculture's 

impact on nutrition. Thus, by the end of the war Eve Balfour had embarked on a new stage in 

351Addison, Road to 1945, p. 14.
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her life, one that would see her develop into one the organic movement's best known and 

most tireless campaigners.
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Illustration 3: Jacket of first edition of The Living Soil, Faber & Faber, 1943



111

Chapter 3 – Eve Balfour and The Soil Association, 1945 - 1983

Eve Balfour's years as an organic campaigner after the Second World War were played out 

within the context of the Soil Association, the organisation she is credited with founding. 

Although she became a member of other farming, gardening and environment-related 

organisations and assisted in the establishment of several such bodies, most of Eve's efforts to 

promote organic food and farming were channeled through the Soil Association. With this in 

mind, it is essential to examine the role she played within, and the primary activities of, the 

Soil Association during the period when Eve was involved; that is, from its  establishment in 

1946 until 1983. While this thesis does not offer a detailed organisational history of the Soil 

Association, nor a comprehensive discussion of the British organic food and farming 

movement after the Second World War, in presenting Eve Balfour's role in greater detail than 

has previously been attempted I hope to encourage both a 'de-mythologising' of Lady Eve 

Balfour and to offer new insights into the history of the British organic movement.

This chapter begins with a discussion of the nature of the early Soil Association, with 

questions raised about the type of members it attracted and their motivation for supporting 

organic agriculture. The lofty ambitions of the organisation are considered, with Eve's and 

other Soil Association leaders' success in attracting media attention examined. The Soil 

Association's focus in the 1950s on spreading its message via agricultural and gardening 

shows is explored, as is the proliferation of local groups. Next, the post-war development of 

Eve's pre-war plan to conduct farm-based research at Haughley Green in order to prove the 

superiority of organic agriculture is outlined, with the Soil Association's ambivalence to the 

research project highlighted. The organisation's financial struggles and efforts to capitalise on 

growing public concern in the 1960s and 1970s about the negative impacts of industrial 

agriculture are discussed. Finally, Eve's dispute in the early 1980s with a young, 'radical' 

generation of organic producers is considered.  

The early Soil Association: health through farming

The explanation given by Eve Balfour and other founders of the Soil Association for their 

decision to create the British organic movement's first public, membership organisation was 

the unexpected degree of enthusiasm expressed by readers of The Living Soil and the large 

number of requests for additional information sent to Eve and her publisher Faber & Faber.352 

Suddenly, it seemed there was a pressing need for a “clearing house for information” to serve 
352See chapter two.



112

the needs of a worldwide community of organic supporters. A founders' meeting was held in 

London in June 1945 attended by more than sixty people who had been handpicked by Eve to 

represent a wide range of professions and backgrounds. After more than a year of debate 

about the remit and structure of the new organisation, and with the organic movement's pre-

eminent figure, Albert Howard, refusing to join, the Soil Association was born officially in 

1946.353 Eve was initially elected as president, but soon ceded the position to Lord Teviot 

(Charles Kerr) in order to have a more involved role as organising secretary. As time went 

on, her job title changed frequently – as did the official titles of some other active members - 

however, her dominance remained largely constant from 1946 until the mid-1960s. No major 

decisions about the direction of the Soil Association appear to have been made during this 

period without significant input and, usually, support from Eve Balfour.

From its establishment, the Soil Association had three stated objectives:

1. To bring together all those working for a fuller understanding of the vital relationships 

between soil, plant, animal and man

2. To initiate, co-ordinate and assist research in this field

3. To collect and distribute the knowledge gained so as to create a body of informed 

public opinion.

It is noteworthy that the Soil Association's objectives included a commitment to scientific 

research. At the time of its foundation there was no formal connection between it and the 

nascent Haughley Experiment; the connection between the two was simply Eve Balfour's 

involvement in both as primary mover and shaker. Also, the Soil Association's objectives 

stopped short of describing it as an organisation campaigning for change, although its stated 

353What became known as the founder's meeting of the Soil Association took place on 12 June 1945. Brander, 
Eve Balfour, pp.164-165; Stilwell, 'Lady Eve, Haughley & the Soil Association', pp. 13-14. Interestingly, Stilwell 
states that Francis Scott provided initial funding “to establish a library and to pay a secretary”. Howard's 
refusal to join has been explored by Conford (See Introduction to 2006 reprint of Howard's Farming and  
Gardening for Health or Disease, pp.xiv-xv), Clunies-Ross ('Agricultural Change', pp. 138-139), Langman/ 
Dowding ('Chapter 8: Brave New World' in 'Life', pp. 2-3) and others. Two reasons are generally given: that 
Howard was unhappy that the Soil Association's structure would lead to its scientific advisory committee being 
overseen by a largely lay council; and that Howard wanted the new organisation to commit itself unequivocally 
to promoting 100% chemical-free farming, something many, including Eve, felt unable to support. Conford's 
mini-biography of Howard, presented in the introduction to the 2006 edition of Farming and Gardening, 
implies a potential third reason: that Albert Howard was simply not comfortable working as a member of a 
team, unless he was in charge. Also, Langman suggests that in addition to believing that organic concepts 
should be proven by example rather than further research, Howard did not get on with Scott-Williamson and 
resented having been appointed to the Soil Association advisory panel, chaired by Scott-Williamson. 



113

aim of creating “a body of informed public opinion” implied a desire to do more than simply 

serve the needs of those already converted to the organic cause.

One of the most important characteristics of the early Soil Association was that it was not an 

agricultural organisation, despite an apparent focus on farming. Its membership and 

leadership was not comprised of, or even dominated by, farmers. At its heart, the early Soil 

Association was a club for middle class, middle-aged people interested in the connection 

between nutrition and human health and who saw the organisation as a vehicle for promoting 

their belief that different farming methods have different impacts on the nutritional quality of 

agricultural products, and that a compost-based approach to farming is the best way to protect 

and enhance soil quality and, thus, protect and enhance the nutritional value of plant and 

animal foods. Essentially, the Soil Association was an organisation focused on the question 

of why and how to farm and garden in ways that prioritise nutrition and, as such, its 

membership was much more diverse than a typical farming organisation's. Diversity of 

membership was a point of pride and well articulated in the Soil Association's journal, 

Mother Earth, whose early issues carried a two-page statement of purpose that included the 

following: "The Soil Association was founded by a group of people from many different 

walks of life, who believe that the right approach to a better understanding of health is the 

positive one of promoting vitality rather than the negative one of preventing disease". Toward 

the end of this statement of purpose the broad-based nature of the organisation's membership 

was once again celebrated: 

"The Soil Association is unique in conception and purpose because it seeks to bring 

together a great variety of men and women ranging from the trained scientist, 

investigating the relationship between the soil and vitality, to the ordinary citizen who 

sees in the organic attitude of mind a clue to health and a full life".354

Eve Balfour's personal commitment to developing an organisation whose members would 

possess collectively all the skills necessary to create a society focused on optimising human 

health through the production and consumption of organic food is clear from an article she 

wrote for the first of two "introductory numbers" of Mother Earth in 1946:355

354ME, Harvest 1947, p.3. This statement of purpose was included at the beginning of most issues of Mother  
Earth from the Harvest 1947 edition, which was the second full edition of the journal, through October 1950.
355Two introductory numbers of Mother Earth were published, the first of which was dated May 1946. The first 
full edition of the journal was published in the spring of 1947.
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"It [the Soil Association] has not been an easy instrument to fashion. For the men and 

women invited to become its founders were deliberately chosen to represent not only 

that whole range of activities that so complex a purpose must cover – such as farming, 

gardening, medicine, social science, sanitary engineering, the biological sciences, 

milling, baking, retailing and merely consuming – but also all the different shades of 

opinion within each of these groups. For there are many different shades of opinion 

sprouting out of the common ground, and we need them all in a vital society...".356

There were, of course, farmers amongst the Soil Association's members. In addition to Eve 

herself at least one British farmer took an active leadership role within the organisation from 

early on. This was Wiltshire organic farmer Friend Sykes, famed for his apparent commercial 

success in reclaiming land that had been dismissed as 'unfarmable' and known for his 

persuasive public speaking.357 By the early 1950s a second organic farmer was involved in 

leading the Soil Association, Sam Mayall from Shropshire, portrayed as running a farming 

business that was both profitable and well-respected by local conventional farmers.358 

Another member whose income partially relied on the application of organic principles was J 

L H Chase, whose successful market garden in Chertsey, Surrey was a showcase for organic 

horticulture and who manufactured and sold garden cloches, "Quick Return" compost 

activating powder and organic seeds. For many years, J L H Chase wrote articles and book 

reviews for Mother Earth.359 It is also worth noting that early editions of Mother Earth 

frequently included articles and letters written by members who were farmers in southern 

Africa and, later, Australia and New Zealand.360 While the Soil Association's leaders clearly 

sought a broad membership that extended far beyond farmers, they may also have found it 
356E B Balfour, 'Why It Happened', Mother Earth: introduction to the Soil Association, 1946, p.3. This article, 
originally penned in 1946, was reprinted in the winter 1948/49 edition of Mother Earth because this edition 
was distributed to 2,000 members of the Chase Cloches Guild – gardeners who followed the Chase method of 
cloching – in addition to being sent to existing SA members. Brander contends that Eve Balfour personally 
drew up the list of those to be invited to the Soil Association's 1945 founders meeting, purposefully seeking to 
create a body with a diverse membership. Brander, Eve Balfour, p.164.
357There are many references to Friend Sykes in early Soil Association publications and documents. Sykes wrote 
several books, including Humus and the Farmer, Food, Farming and the Future, and Modern Humus Farming  
(Faber & Faber, 1946, 1951 and 1959), and occasionally wrote articles for Mother Earth, including 'Further 
Progress at Chantry', (ME, Autumn 1949, pp.29-33).
358Mayall's involvement with the Soil Association included public speaking and appearing on television. In April 
1955 he travelled to Lancashire to give a public lecture, held at a local National Farmers' Union office, which 
resulted in a considerable amount of press coverage. R Whittaker, 'The Lancashire Group of Soil Association 
Members', ME, July 1955, pp.209-210. In 1963, Mayall featured in a BBC TV programme that appears to have 
made an impression on some farmers in the north west. R Whittaker, 'Recent Group Activities: Lancashire', 
ME, October 1963, pp. 745-746.
359The Chase organic business continues to this day. Current owners, the Ian Allen group, have published a 
brief history of the business. 'History of Seaweed and Chase Organics', http://www.chaseorganics.co.uk/

pdf/History%20of%20Seaweed%20and%20Chase%20Organics.pdf.
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difficult to attract as many farming members as they ideally would have liked. Sam Mayall 

implied as much in 1952: “Many farmers who are sympathetic to the idea of organic farming 

do seem to be rather shy of joining the Soil Association, probably failing to realise just how 

much it can help them, and perhaps being a little afraid of being considered something of a 

crank by their neighbours”.361

Despite the presence of a few full-time, commercial farmers and horticulturalists amongst its 

members and leaders, the early Soil Association cannot be described as an agricultural 

organisation or, indeed, a trade association for organic farmers. Although its journal was full 

of articles and debate about farming and gardening technique, and most of its members can 

be assumed to have produced some of their own food, nevertheless, most members did not 

rely on farming, horticulture or gardening for their income. One active member said as much 

in the winter 1948-49 issue of Mother Earth. Describing the newly-formed Middlesex branch 

of the Soil Association, Derek Eastmond wrote : "Like so many other members of the 

Association, most of us are not directly connected with the soil in the sense of earning a 

living from it, being for the most part weekend gardeners and allotment-holders".362 A further 

example comes from letters published in Mother Earth and written by council member Rolf 

Gardiner and Norfolk-based member Lt Col J E H Neville. Both discuss their belief that 

applications of compost have improved their crops' resistance to disease. Neither Gardiner 

nor Neville were full-time, commercial farmers. Rather, they were landowners for whom 

farming was one of many interests. Like the organisation's many suburban gardening and 

allotment holding members, they took a keen interest in farming methods because they 

viewed the nutritional quality of food as paramount and, thus, more important than 

maximising profit and/or productivity.363 This idealistic commitment to farming and 

gardening well, rather than simply profitably, is expressed in a letter published in the spring 

1949 edition of Mother Earth. J Dunham, a member living in Virginia, USA, writes: "We are 

advised that it is nigh impossible to make of a 'small, mixed, family farm' an economic 

concern in America... But we have as our goal something more than an economic 

360For a typical example, see pp. 23-24 of the spring 1949 edition of ME, which includes an article and 
photographs by J M Moubray of southern Rhodesia about his fruit growing business and methods of "organic 
mulching".
361S Mayall, 'Farmers and the Soil Association', ME, July 1952. p.15.
362Derek Eastmond, 'Growth of a Group', ME, Winter 1948-49, p. 25.
363'Correspondence', ME, Autumn 1948, pp.53-54. Rolf Gardiner is known to have had other sources of income 
other than farming, however, I am speculating about Lt Col J E H Neville's circumstances. 'Hobby' farmers crop 
up amongst the early Soil Association's British-based membership, including retired service men.
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achievement – a life on the soil, with all things with which man is rightly an integral part and 

with which, for all his being human, he has a common destiny".364

In addition to having a membership preoccupied with questions of health and nutrition, the 

early Soil Association was also a strongly middle class organisation with a smattering of 

upper class and aristocratic members. Although correspondence and articles published in 

Mother Earth indicate that the Soil Association included those from lower echelons of the 

middle class, including smallholders, such members appear largely to have been educated 

people whose backgrounds and cultural affiliations, if not their incomes, earned them a place 

within the middle class. The cost of annual membership was 30 shillings during the period 

1946-1956. This was not an especially high rate, but it was unlikely to have encouraged a 

working class membership.365 As important as the cost of membership, the Soil Association 

presented itself as a thoroughly middle class body: sober and professional and concerned with 

issues of national and global interest. The make-up of its council and scientific panel 

underlined this. Both included representatives of 'the great and the good', generally in the 

form of members of the aristocracy and/or the House of Lords, such as Gerard Wallop, 

Charles Kerr, Lord Sempill (William Francis Forbes-Sempill) and the Earl of Bradford 

(Gerald Bridgeman)366 – who sat alongside educated professionals, such as journalist and 

part-time farmer Laurence Easterbrook and physician-superintendent of South Middlesex 

Hospital, Dr G E Breen.367

Eve Balfour was 48 years old when the Soil Association was established in 1946, and many 

of its most active members were older. Conford has commented on the speed with which the 

364J Dunham, 'Correspondence: America Becoming Soil Conscious', ME, Spring 1949, p.53.
365There appears to have been some concern in the late 1940s that the cost of annual membership was set too 
high. Thirty shillings equates to just under £40 in today's money (based on the value of 30 shillings in 1950 and 
2008 buying power). In the winter 1948-49 edition of Mother Earth, SA council member and compost expert 
Maye Bruce scolded those who had suggested a reduction in the subscription fee: "During the most interesting 
discussion at the Annual General Meeting, some members suggested that 30s a year was too big a 
subscription. I began to wonder – is 30s really an expensive sum? What does it represent in daily life? A 
fraction under 1d a day – the cost of one glass of beer a week, the price of half a cigarette a day! No, not very 
excessive!" Miss Maye E Bruce, 'Correspondence: Too Much to Ask?', ME, Winter 1948-49, p.37. In 1956, a 
two-tier membership scheme was introduced, whereby "basic" membership could still be had for 30s, but 
"active" membership cost another 30s, or £3. 'The New Terms of Membership', ME, January 1956, p.378. 
366 The sixth Earl of Bradford, Gerald Bridgeman, served as Soil Association president for many years. During 
the mid-1950s he also served as president of the Country Landowners Association, of which Eve Balfour was a 
member. Interestingly, his father, Orlando Bridgeman, had been assistant private secretary to Eve's great uncle 
and British prime minister, Robert Gascoyne-Cecil (the third Marquess of Salisbury), as well as private 
secretary to Eve's favourite uncle and another British prime minister, Arthur James Balfour.
367Both Easterbrook and Breen were founding members of the Soil Association and sat on its editorial board, 
Breen acting as chair of the board for many years. In terms of social class and professional status, they were 
typical of the organisation's management and membership.
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organic movement lost many of its leaders just as the Soil Association was setting out to 

bring organic concepts to a wider audience. He lists the deaths of a substantial number of key 

organic figures, including Lionel Picton, Albert Howard and George Scott-Williamson during 

the late 1940s through the early 1950s, and suggests that these losses had a negative impact 

on the movement's capacity to challenge the direction in which British agriculture was 

moving.368 Certainly, from its earliest issues the Soil Association journal Mother Earth 

included obituaries.369 In particular, the loss of those with scientific and technical skill – and 

the professional respect that went with it - weakened the movement. The unexpected death of 

biologist Dr M C Rayner was a significant loss, since Rayner was the only scientist within the 

early Soil Association's circle of advisers whose research focused on the issue that lay at the 

heart of the organisation's argument against chemical-based farming: that compost stimulates 

the microbiology of the soil more powerfully, more effectively and in a different manner than 

inorganic fertilisers. Without Rayner, the Soil Association could only reiterate this belief and 

hope that its farm-based experiment at Haughley would deliver useful results. What it could 

no longer do was publicise new research results from a respected, Cambridge-based biologist 

whose work appeared to validate compost-based techniques.370 

Middle class optimism, naïve ambition

Thus, the early Soil Association was a predominantly middle-class and middle-aged 

organisation, whose leadership and membership extended beyond the realms of farming and 

gardening and whose primary interest was the optimisation of human health through natural 

farming methods. The early Soil Association was also an ambitious organisation, eager to 

participate in the reconstruction of Britain and with definite ideas about the way agriculture 

should be integrated within a modern, healthy society. Initially, it was also an optimistic 

body, whose leaders, particularly Eve Balfour, perceived wide public support and expected 

that support to result in both a large membership and, in some undefined way, significant 
368Conford, Origins, p.211.
369Considering editions of Mother Earth from 1947 through 1960, obituaries ran in Autumn 1947 (Sir Norman 
Bennett, Sir Albert Howard), Winter 1948/49 (Dr Lionel Picton), Spring 1949 (Dr M C Rayner), Spring 1950 (Sir 
Leslie Scott), October 1952 (H J Massingham), July 1953 (Dr G Scott Williamson), April 1955 (Sir Edward 
Mellanby*), April 1959 (Sir Cecil Oakes) and July 1960 (Sir Robert McCarrison, Lady Seton). *Mellanby appears 
not to have had any connection to the Soil Association or the Haughley Experiment and his obituary was 
included simply because the Soil Association was a great admirer of his work.
370An obituary for Dr M C Rayner appeared in the Spring 1949 edition of Mother Earth, written by Rayner's 
assistant Ida Levisohn. It included the following: "In Dr Rayner the scientific world loses one of its great 
botanists. Her classic researches in soil ecology and plant nutrition, and in particular her fascinating 
investigations into the mycorrhizal associations of the higher plants, have contributed greatly to our 
knowledge. They have, too, had a far-reaching influence on forestry and agriculture". Ida Levisohn, 'The Late 
Dr M C Rayner', ME, Spring 1949, p.2.
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influence over agricultural, food and related developments. As time passed, expectation of 

imminent success waned and was replaced with a faith that the organisation's perspective 

would eventually win the day but that until it did so a small band of believers would keep 

knowledge of organic concepts and techniques alive. Many of those who have written about 

the early Soil Association have focused on its failures. It is an inescapable fact that the 

organisation and the wider organic movement failed to stop or restrict noticeably British 

agriculture's embrace of industrial and chemical-based techniques during the post-war period. 

As discussed in chapter two, the Second World War introduced fundamental changes in 

British farming, setting it on a course of industrialisation that would last for decades. The 

profound changes brought to British farming by the war were recognised quickly, if not fully 

understood. In an officially-commissioned account of British farming during the Second 

World War, the Ministry of Information emphasised – and largely celebrated - the way war 

had modernised and industrialised agriculture: “So power came to the land, such power as it 

had never seen before – power to move mountains, drain marshes, to turn bogs into cornfields 

and cover hills with potatoes...”371 As the post-war years wore on, British farmers would 

abandon mixed farming traditions and accept further mechanisation, specialisation and 

intensification with an enthusiasm unimaginable during the inter war period. The 1947 

Agriculture Act is often cited as the beginning of what has been described by Brassley, 

Martin, Short and others as an agricultural revolution.372 New industrial techniques for 

managing livestock as well as advances in both crop and animal breeding were important, as 

were cheap and increasingly user-friendly chemicals for improving yields and controlling 

pests and diseases. All of this was combined with new or improved financial incentives to 

apply fertilisers, drain wetlands, remove hedgerows, enlarge and standardise field sizes.373 

The result was a significant increase in agricultural productivity. It was this revolution in 

productivity that was celebrated at the time: bigger yields, more milk, more meat.374 Other 

consequences of the post-war agricultural revolution were not so quickly or widely 

acknowledged. These included alterations to the landscape, damage to habitats and 

biodiversity, systematic overproduction of food staples, growing dependency within the 

agricultural sector on state subsidy, and a de-populated and de-skilled rural society.375 During 

371 The Land at War: The official story of British farming 1939-1944 (Ministry of Information, 1945), p. 29.
372Short, Watkins and Martin, 'The front line of freedom' in Front line, pp. 1-15. Clunies-Ross also likens the 
changes that took place in post-war British farming as akin to a “Second Agricultural Revolution”. Clunies-Ross, 
'Agricultural Change', p.99.
373Martin, Modern Agriculture, pp. 80, 90
374Martin, Modern Agriculture, p. 94.
375 Howkins, 'Chapter 8: Tractors plus chemicals: agriculture and farming, 1945-90' in Death of, pp. 142-159.
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this period, the government had a symbiotic relationship with agricultural leaders, 

particularly with the leaders of the NFU, and government had a similarly cosy relationship 

with the agri-chemical industry, which was at the time one of the UK's most powerful sectors.
376 As a result, farmers were rewarded for implementing industrialisation; farm incomes were 

protected and in many cases on the increase. The routine use of agri-chemicals, increased 

mechanisation and intensification were not simply encouraged by advisers representing 

government-funded bodies and by salesmen employed by agri-chemical and machine 

manufacturers; such changes were frequently subsidised. As the 1950s and 1960s passed, 

high-input farming based on the deployment of more chemicals and more machines, but 

fewer costly agricultural workers, was the obvious option for financially-savvy British 

farmers.377

Britain's post-war agricultural revolution represented the antithesis of what the early Soil 

Association hoped post-war reconstruction would bring. The Soil Association's vision was of 

an agricultural sector founded on sound, even meticulous, management of the soil as the basis 

for ensuring healthy crops and healthy livestock – and thus healthy people. Although Eve 

Balfour and the early Soil Association approved of the 1947 Agriculture Act's focus on 

promoting a substantial increase in domestic food production, they did not believe this should 

be achieved by any means possible. Maintaining and enhancing the quality of farming and, 

thus, the quality of food was the Soil Association's overriding principle. In the face of food 

shortages in Britain and continental Europe, and with global population forecasts suggesting 

the problem would only get worse, the Soil Association accepted that an increase in food 

production was a priority, but stubbornly refused to give up on the issue of quality, insisting 

that although more food was needed, there was also a requirement for better food. Instead of 

looking to chemistry and mechanisation to transform the agricultural sector, the organic 

movement argued that since, in its view, food quality is fundamentally determined by soil 

quality the overriding priority of both health and agricultural policy should be to protect and 

maintain soil fertility by 'natural' methods. Large-scale composting by all farmers, supported 

by further scientific research aimed at perfecting composting techniques, was the way 

forward.

That the early Soil Association lost the battle over agricultural policy in post-war Britain is 

not in doubt, but this does not mean its leadership and membership acknowledged the 

376Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', pp. 61-64.
377 Martin, Modern Agriculture, pp.69-132.
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likelihood of failure early and gave up. As Conford has noted, members of the Soil 

Association during the 1950s perceived it to be a vibrant organisation with prospects.378 

Indeed, one of the most striking characteristics of the early Soil Association was its ambition. 

From the outset, the Soil Association took itself seriously. In a 1946 article explaining the 

reasons for the establishment of the Soil Association, Eve Balfour linked the new 

organisation to nothing less than the salvation of humanity: "the only salvation for mankind 

lies in substituting co-operation for exploitation in all human activities from soil treatment to 

industrial and international relations".379 Balfour recognised that individual organic supporters 

often felt isolated and presented the Soil Association as the body that would draw the 

movement together and give it power:

"... they [organic supporters] exist in ones and twos in practically every group or 

community, however small, so that while they can feel themselves to be isolated, and 

consequently frustrated, in the aggregate their numbers are anything but insignificant. 

They are the leaven, which, given the opportunity, has the power to lift the mass to a 

better standard of health and a better way of life than man has ever before enjoyed".380

Eve Balfour was not the only Soil Association leader with high hopes. Dr Scott-Williamson, 

of the Pioneer Health Centre in Peckham, also saw an important role for the new 

organisation. From Scott-Williamson's perspective, the goal of the Soil Association was to 

contribute to a fundamentally healthier society by ensuring the adoption of agricultural 

methods that would result in more nutritious food, while the Pioneer Health Centre would 

demonstrate the need for a holistic national health policy, focused on encouraging wholesome 

lifestyles and the prevention of disease rather than simply on 'cure' services. Together, the 

two bodies would comprise “the Arch of Health”, ensuring the protection and enhancement 

of vitality “through the cycle of life”, from the soil through to man – and back again.381

Message for the Media

The idealism and ambition of the early Soil Association prompted it to devote considerable 

energy and effort in presenting its ideas to the public via the media. Eve Balfour and other 

leading lights frequently participated in BBC radio broadcasts during the late 1940s and early 

378Conford, Origins, pp. 212-213.
379E B Balfour, 'Taking Stock', ME, Winter 1948/49, p.7. This article, originally penned in 1946, was reprinted in 
the winter 1948/49 edition.
380E B Balfour "Taking Stock", Mother Earth. p.7.
381Wilson, 'Memoir', p. 88.
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1950s, wrote newspaper articles, sent letters to The Times, toured the country giving lectures, 

and for at least 15 years – well into the 1960s - organised Soil Association exhibitions stands 

at most major agricultural and gardening shows and quite a few smaller shows. The full 

extent of the Soil Association's participation in BBC radio broadcasts during the late 1940s 

and throughout the 1950s is not known; however, it is clear that Eve Balfour and others were, 

at times, successful in using radio programmes to present Soil Association views and to 

debate with 'experts' who opposed them. It is possible that contacts Eve Balfour made during 

her 1944 "Living Soil" broadcasts for the BBC Africa service served her well in these post-

war years.382 On 6 February 1949, she participated in an edition of the BBC Home Service 

Sunday programme Country Magazine, in which she argued that prolonged use of inorganic 

fertilisers posed a serious threat to soil fertility. Well-known rural broadcaster and columnist 

Ralph Wightman disagreed. The spring 1949 edition of Mother Earth included the following 

extract from the broadcast:

"Lady Eve: 'Organic cultivation does not have to prove its worth – it has stood the test 

of time. Even composting, that specialized form of it, is as old as agriculture. It is the 

use of synthetic fertilizers that is the new and unproven practice. What is 100 years in 

the history of the soil? This generation has been farming with the soil capital 

bequeathed us by our ancestors. It is beginning to run dry. Where can we seriously 

claim to have improved on the old and tried methods? Yields are lower and disease 

more rife in crops and livestock than they were in the day of the giants like Elliott, 

Coke and Bates.'

Ralph Wightman: 'This is a point on which I differ fundamentally... in my lifetime my 

father used the sheepfold system without the use of fertilizers. I could give you figures 

for an increase in crop yields of 20 per cent since the sheep manure has been 

supplemented by chemicals.'

Lady Eve: 'Oh, it's frequently possible to stimulate living organisms to supernormal 

activity by drugs. Such stimulation, however, is apt to be short-lived and may be at the 

expense of quality. The relapse, when it comes, usually causes a decline below the 

normal. In the case of land previously well-farmed the relapse may not set in, however, 

during one man's lifetime.'"383

382See chapter two for a discussion of the 1944 broadcasts.
383'The Test of Time', ME, Spring 1949, p.20. This was an extract from the 06/02/49 Country Magazine  
broadcast.
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Eve Balfour continued to feature in radio broadcasts during the early 1950s. Notably, in 

autumn 1951 a series of talks bearing the title Man and the Soil was broadcast by the BBC 

Home Service. This was a weekly series that ran for more than three months with each talk 

transmitted several times. Eve Balfour was one of three 'experts' chosen to introduce the 

series, the other two being Lord John Boyd-Orr, the first director of the UN Food and 

Agricultural Organisation (FAO) and the author of Food, Health and Income, which had had 

such a profound impact on war-time food policy, and Professor RM Titmuss, a leading voice 

in social policy and, in this instance, promoted as an expert in global population growth. The 

transcript of the broadcast clearly shows that Eve Balfour's organic arguments were given a 

good airing, although her fellow experts did not agree with her on all points. During the 

broadcast, Eve Balfour responded to Boyd-Orr's and Titmuss' forecasts of future global food 

shortages, advising against the use of agricultural methods that would damage the long-term 

health of soils:

"I really view with the greatest possible concern the modern tendency of agricultural 

methods to become increasingly destructive. Quite apart from the accumulating 

evidence .... of the harmful effects such poisons are having on the consumers of the 

crops so treated, both human and animal, and on our bird and bee population. These 

sorts of methods then, are – set up a vicious circle of decline in fertility. In the long run 

they certainly do not lead to more food production, but to less. We must not forget that 

production depends on the wise conservation of living topsoil, fresh water, forests and 

animal life. And that all those things depend upon each other."384

A year later, in 1952, Eve Balfour was once again an 'expert' in a BBC Home Service 

broadcast, this time in a debate about the merits of compost versus inorganic fertilisers. She 

and a medical doctor, Dr G E Breen, who was a member of the Soil Association's scientific 

panel and chair of its editorial board, were set up in opposition to Dr Cuthbertson, director of 

the Rowett Research Institute in Aberdeen, a centre for research into nutrition, and the 

chemist Dr Walter Russell, of Oxford University. In a debate that at times became heated, 

Eve Balfour began her contribution by raising the issue of nutrition:

"...what I want to start by saying is that we can't really discuss inorganic or organic soil 

treatment as though it was an isolated problem quite divorced from all the other factors 

in the nutrition chain. The real primary purpose of agriculture – the only justification 

384 'Man and the Soil No.1', broadcast script, 30/09/51, pp. 8-9, BBC WAC.
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for agriculture – is ultimately the nourishing of human beings. Anything else is 

secondary. Now, what we have to consider is, are we succeeding in our present methods 

in giving an adequate nutrition to human beings? If we're failing then agriculture is 

failing. To take any other view really, you know, is just like the famous remark about 

the surgeon who said that the operation was successful but the patient died."385

A full account of the Soil Association's and/or Eve Balfour's participation in BBC broadcasts 

requires further research. However, it is clear that during the late 1940s and early-mid 1950s 

Eve and other Soil Association representatives had occasional, substantial access to the BBC.
386 Although it is clear, with hindsight, that the early Soil Association failed to influence 

agricultural policy in the post-war period, the fact remains that in 1951 Eve Balfour, then 

'organising secretary' of the Soil Association, was considered of sufficient importance to be 

invited by the BBC to debate global food supply and agricultural policy with the likes of Lord 

Boyd-Orr and Professor Titmuss.

The early Soil Association and its members also expressed their views in British newspapers 

and magazines. The organic movement's fears about declining soil fertility, the potential 

negative impact of inorganic fertilisers, and the risks posed by new "plant protection" 

products were raised in the letters pages of The Times,387 national and regional newspapers, 

magazines, and in the agricultural press.388 In 1949, Soil Association staff and supporters 

succeeded in expressing their views in The Times,389 and the following year members were 

told about "the lively correspondence which took place in the Eastern Daily Press (Norwich) 

385 'Summer Discussion', 31/07/52. p. 2,BBC WAC.
386Conford offers an example of another organic supporter participating in post-war BBC Radio broadcasts, 
referring to Gerard Wallop debating the future of British agricultural policy in a three-part radio series in 1947 
with Cambridgeshire arable farmer Oliver Watson representing the pro-industrial side. Conford,'Natural 
Order', pp. 44-45. Soil Association members also participated in BBC radio and television broadcasts during the 
late 1950s, with both Newman Turner and Sam Mayall featuring in farming and health-related programmes in 
1956 and 1957. In Ireland, Radio Eireann covered the visit in late Dec 1956 of SA member Margaret Brady to 
the organisation's Irish group. 'Some Recent Radio Talks', ME, April 1957, p. 844.
387A letter by Eve Balfour was published in the 08/08/47 edition of The Sunday Times and other leading 
members of the organic movement also presented their views in letters to The Times during the period. See 
Conford, Front Line, pp. 67-76.
388 Jorian Jenks, commented in the autumn 1947 edition of Mother Earth that several newspapers had 
published articles that Jenks' viewed as consistent with the organic cause: "It has been encouraging to 
encounter recently considerable mention of the importance and organic nature of soil fertility in no less than 
three national newspapers – the News Chronicle, the Daily Herald and the Daily Express. Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial 
Notes', ME, Autumn 1947, pp. 3-4. An example may be a piece by News Chronicle's gardening columnist Albert 
Gurie in the 11/01/47 edition (p.2), in which he described humus and explained the process by which bacteria 
and other micro-organisms break down organic matter, turning it into fertility-boosting humus. Gurie's 
explanation echoed the organic movement's descriptions of this process.
389An account of this correspondence was published in Mother Earth: 'Plant Protection: Summary of The Times 
Correspondence, August-September 1949', ME, Winter 1949/50, pp. 37-39.
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during January and February [which] showed how effectively members can stir up the 

widespread latent interest in soil fertility and food values".390 It is likely that more Soil 

Association members expressed their support for organic concepts via the printed press than 

in radio broadcasts, given the much larger range of printed media outlets and their appetite 

for copy. Many of these articles and letters to the editor are likely to have been published in 

regional and specialist publications. In addition, several members of the Soil Association 

council in the late 1940s and early 1950s were well-established writers, including H J 

Massingham, whose 29 May 1948 "Countryman's Journal" column for The Field discussed 

the ancient origins of compost.391 Another example is Soil Association editorial secretary 

Jorian Jenks' lengthy feature in the December 1956 edition of The British Racehorse. 

Boasting the title "Compost or Chemicals? Some experiments with organic and inorganic 

farming", the piece included a detailed description of the Soil Association's farm-based 

research at Haughley.392 

As with BBC broadcasts, Eve Balfour's leadership position within the Soil Association and 

her aristocratic title seem to have been instrumental in securing her access to print media, 

including a monthly column in the journal, National Review. Beginning in April 1949 and 

running for 22 consecutive issues, Eve's one-to-two page contribution to the journal's “Farm 

and Garden” section included columns about “The Laws of Life”, the role of soil in the 

nutrition cycle, and the “Economics of Farm Composting”. Although the existence of this 

column is mentioned in the Soil Association's own journal, no other historian has commented 

on it.393 The beginning of Eve's column coincided with the launch of the magazine's broader 

“Farm and Garden” section, with the National Review editor commenting: “the conservation 

of the soil is now being studied with anxiety all over the world... We shall therefore make a 

special point of it by publishing regular notes from the Soil Association, of which Lady Eve 

Balfour is organising secretary and Lord Teviot president”. The editor goes on to say that 

“the use of compost in this country goes back to very early times... and Lady Eve Balfour has 

390'Living on Capital', ME, Summer 1950, p. 52.
391An extract from Massingham's piece for The Field was published in the Autumn 1948 edition of Mother  
Earth, p. 16.
392Jorian Jenks, 'Compost or Chemicals? Some experiments with organic and inorganic farming', The British  
Racehorse, December 1956 (VIII: 5), pp. 402-405, This article by Jenks about the Haughley Experiment may 
have been part of a concerted effort by the Soil Association to publicise its farm-based research, following 
publication of a special issue of Mother Earth (October 1956), which explained and presented the Haughley 
Experiment's achievements in considerable detail.
393'A Monthly Memo', ME, Summer 1949, p.28.
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undertaken to write regularly in the National Review for members of the Soil Association and 

other people interested in organic cultivation, whose number is increasing rapidly”.394

Other positive press coverage came from the pens of journalists and/or writers with an 

interest in or sympathy for the Soil Association, but who may not, in all cases, have been 

members. For example, News Review ran an unattributed article about the establishment of 

the Soil Association in its 6 June 1946 edition, stating that: "Increasing use of chemicals, 

instead of Nature's method of human and animal waste to 'fertilise' the soil, has deprived the 

earth of its vital organic food, which in turn adversely affects the nutrition of plants, animals 

and mankind".395 However, its uncritical support for the Soil Association did not stop it from 

publishing a piece on the following page of the same issue alerting readers to a new and 

exciting "chemical killer" created by Imperial Chemical Industries, designed to sound the 

death knell for one of farming and gardening's biggest enemies, the wireworm.396 Meanwhile, 

in 1949, an editorial in Farmer and Stock-Breeder endorsed the organic movement's 

argument that investigation of soil microbiology might offer new insights into factors 

determining the health of crops.397 Time and Tide published a strongly positive article about 

organic farming in November 1959, which mentioned the Soil Association. Running in the 

magazine's “Notes on the Way” slot, earmarked for opinion pieces written by non-Time and 

Tide staff, the article boasted the headline “The Organic Revolutionists” and included:

The creed of the organic revolutionists states that whatever is taken from the land must 

be returned to it, and their slogan asks, 'Why pay to be poisoned?' Their enemies are 

insecticides and chemicals fertilisers and all the artificial processes that contribute to 

the unpalatable food-stuffs that today are forced down our gullets. Many of their battle-

394Editor's introduction to 'Some Notes on Organic Cultivation', National Review, April 1949 (132: 794), p. 441. 
For more details about Eve's column for The National Review see Appendix D. The National Review served a 
conservative readership, exhibiting a strong anti-Socialist editorial stance and devoting considerable space to 
Empire issues.
395'Soil Saviors', News Review, 06/06/46 (London: Odhams Press), p. 23. The article was accompanied by a 
photograph of a woman said to be Lady Eve Balfour, but who was clearly not.
396'Wireworm's Knell?', News Review, 06/06/46, p. 24.
397L.M.F, 'We Know Too Little About the Soil', Farmer and Stock-Breeder, 29/03/49, p. 763. The editorial 
comment, essentially, promotes the organic movement's argument that soil functioning and plant growth may 
be significantly more complex than agricultural chemists of the day were comfortable acknowledging and that 
research into soil microbiology, of the type pursued by Dr M C Rayner, was valuable. The piece refers to Sir 
Albert Howard's 'humus' school and while not endorsing it, neither does the article fully endorse 'artificial' 
fertilisers. It seeks to find common ground between the two, while supporting one of the key arguments of the 
organic movement of the day. The author was L.M.F, a regular editorial commentator for Farmer and Stock-
Breeder who wrote under a pseudonym.
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orders comes from a small but courageous magazine, Farm and Garden, where sane 

propaganda is disseminated by a contributing editor, Roy Bridger.

One of their main allies is the Soil Association and the only qualifications necessary to 

serve in the swelling ranks are a firm resolve not to be slowly poisoned by the 

chemicals that cover our farming land, and a sincere desire to cultivate the land as 

nature intended it to be cultivated. The battlefields extend over the agricultural land of 

Britain and include the rivers and the sea-shore. The causes of the war and the conduct 

of the campaign are worthy of study by anyone who still respects his palate and his 

stomach.398

The author of the article was listed as Christopher Lee, although Time and Tide 

acknowledged that this was “the pseudonym of a teacher, writer and mountaineer”. The 

article was reprinted in the April 1960 edition of Mother Earth, with one Colin Mares 

referred to as its author.399 Mares also appears to have written a pro-organic article earlier in 

1959 for The Manchester Guardian, which included the following: "As commercial farming 

and food-production develop more and more on factory lines the exponents of organic 

methods become more vociferous in their demands to be told if these are the right lines as 

regards soil fertility and human, plant and animal life."400 In 1962, The Observer ran an article 

by naturalist Richard Fitter that discussed in detail the Soil Association's farm-based research 

at Haughley. Fitter began by acknowledging many people's wariness of the organic 

movement: "Composting and organic farming have long been controversial, partly at least 

because in the past some of their advocates have used highly unscientific, not to say mystical, 

arguments. As a result, many people react to them as if they were fanciful theories not worth 

a practical man's attention." Fitter went on to describe his visit to Haughley, pointing out 

ways in which the research there could be improved, and ending with a call for the 

government to consider organic agriculture's claims:

398Christopher Lee, 'The Organic Revolutionists', Time and Tide, 21/11/59, p. 1262.
399Christopher Lee is described in Time and Tide ('Notes on Contributors', p. 1283) as “the pseudonym of a 
teacher, writer and mountaineer. He has taught and lectured English both at home and abroad. He has 
published verse, stories and articles dealing with education, travel, history and biography.” Colin Mares, 'The 
Organic Revolutionists', ME, April 1960, pp.166-168.
400The April 1960 edition of Mother Earth (p.168) quotes from Mares' Guardian article, referring to its original 
publication date as 16/02/59. I have not been able to find an article by Colin Mares or one including the 
passage quoted in Mother Earth in the 16/02/59 edition of the Manchester Guardian, nor in editions published 
on 09/02 (exactly a week earlier) or during the period 17-22 February 1959.
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"...can a nation that spends £350 million annually on farm subsidies afford to overlook 

such results? Without rushing to the other extreme and saying that no fertilisers need 

ever be used, I do commend the Estimates Committee of the House of Commons, 

which has often shown itself notably sane in resisting scientists' preconceptions, an 

inquiry into whether our official agricultural research effort has done all it should to 

examine the possible advantages of organic farming."401 

Not all press coverage during the post-war years about organic ideas and the Soil Association 

was positive. Indeed, negative comment and criticism, particularly from the agricultural 

science community and those representing the agri-chemical industry, was a recurring issue. 

Dismissal of organic ideas with the accusation that these were nothing but “muck and 

mystery” was not unusual. The agricultural science community's rejection of the Soil 

Association and its insistence that the organisation was anti science will be explored in 

chapter four, with examples of how this rejection played out on the pages of the British press.

Courting the public

Engaging with the media was not the only method by which the early Soil Association sought 

to communicate with a wider public. In fact, it can be argued that winning media coverage 

was less a priority for the organisation than other methods designed to make direct contact 

with farmers, gardeners and other individuals who might be open to its ideas. Two of the 

most important and sustained approaches used by the early Soil Association to spread its 

message and to attract new members was the mounting of exhibition stands at agricultural 

and gardening shows across Britain and the giving of lectures, often accompanied by slides 

and/or the Soil Association's film, The Cycle of Life. The latter was a professionally-produced 

35mm black and white film, unveiled in 1950. It opens with the words: “The vital evidence 

we are about to submit for your judgment is a warning. It is also a signpost pointing the way 

to a better understanding of the immutable laws of life by the Rule of Return. Awareness of 

this truth leads to the promotion of health and vitality in soil, plant, animal and man. This is 

the CYCLE OF LIFE”.402 

401Richard Fitter, 'Open Air: Organic Farming Success Story', The Observer, 05/08/62, p.21. Reprinted in ME, 
October 1962, pp.355-356.
402My thanks to Philip Conford for providing me with access to The Cycle of Life. References in Mother Earth to 
the film include: “The Association's new film, The Cycle of Life, the premiere of which was held at the Royal 
Empire Society on July 5, is now available for purchase overseas by individuals or organizations. Acclaimed by 
all who have seen it as a first-rate production... It runs for approximately 30 minutes and includes shots of 
several well-known members of the Association and selected organic farms and gardens, the whole forming a 
clear and logical case for observance of the Law of Return". Untitled article, ME, Summer 1950, p.7. See also J J 
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The Soil Association's practice of mounting stands at agricultural and gardening shows began 

almost as soon as the organisation was established. The second issue of its journal mentions 

Soil Association attendance at seven shows: the Chelsea Flower Show,403 the Southport 

Flower Show, the Royal Agricultural Show (held that year in Lincoln) and four county 

agricultural shows (Suffolk, Norfolk, Kent and Sussex). The 1947 tour was viewed by Eve 

Balfour and others as a successful experiment and a commitment was made to attend in 

future as many county agricultural shows as possible, in addition to the Royal and major 

gardening shows.404 Eve Balfour produced a detailed report of the 1948 show season, which 

saw her and her companion Kathleen Carnley spend four and a half months travelling 

throughout England and into Wales, exhibiting at twelve shows and attending ten meetings, 

at which Eve gave talks. En route, the pair visited dozens of Soil Association members, who, 

invariably, gave them comprehensive tours of their farms and gardens. At the 1948 Royal 

Agricultural Show (held that year in York), visitors to the Soil Association stand purchased 

£45-worth of literature and one of the visitors to take out membership on the spot was none 

other than Harry Ferguson, of Ferguson tractor fame. In her account of the 1948 show season, 

Eve reported that about a hundred new memberships were sold at the twelve shows and that 

many more membership orders were expected.405 A tradition developed that saw Eve Balfour 

and Kathleen Carnley touring Britain for a substantial portion of most summers (unless they 

were representing the Soil Association abroad), from 1948 into the early 1960s, in order to 

attend shows and to develop and maintain personal contact with members. In addition, Eve 

Balfour responded to lecture requests by organising occasional speaking tours. For example, 

a few months after the lengthy 1948 summer show season ended, she and Kathleen Carnley 

set off again. Their three-week tour in November 1948 of the south west of England involved 

six talks and numerous visits to Soil Association members. Audiences for Soil Association 

talks of the 1940s and 1950s were not restricted to members of farming and gardening clubs, 

with Eve accepting invitations to speak to all manner of club and society. During her 

W Menzies, 'Reaching the Public: What the Education Committee is Doing', ME, Summer 1949, p. 33. Another 
medium used by the early Soil Association for spreading its message appears to have been "radiogram 
records": "A series of recorded talks, on unbreakable discs, is being prepared for the autumn. These will be by 
Lady Eve Balfour and other well-known authorities on Ecology, the Living Soil, Composting, etc. They are 
designed for group or private listening, and as introductions to local events such as Brains Trusts". J J W 
Menzies, "Reaching the Public: What the Education Committee is Doing", ME, Summer 1949, p. 34. Thus far, I 
have come across no further mention of these recordings, so it is not possible to confirm that they were, 
indeed, made and distributed.
403De Bunsen offers an account of the Soil Association's presence at the Chelsea Flower Show in the late 1940s, 
when Queen Mary visited the stand. De Bunsen, Mount Up, pp.164-165.
404'Association News', ME, Harvest 1947, pp. 7-8
405E B Balfour, 'The Log of the 1948 Show Tour', ME, Autumn 1948, pp. 33-44.
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November 1948 tour, Eve addressed: a young farmers club in Wiltshire; the Bournemouth 

branch of the National Dental Association; students and staff of Dartington Hall, an 

'alternative' adult education centre renowned for its interest in the arts and 'alternative' 

spirituality; students and staff of a teachers' college in Exeter; the Cornish branch of the 

Conservative Association; and a group in Sherbourne, Dorset of which General Sir John and 

Lady Burnett-Stuart were members.406  De Bunsen also refers to Eve giving a lecture at Eton, 

presumably arranged by her brother, Robert, who was a pupil there.407

Lecture audiences were not always predisposed to accept the organic message, suggesting 

that the Soil Association did not preach exclusively to the converted. In a progress report 

written in late 1948, Eve Balfour stated: "All lecture audiences now show a keen awareness 

of the fundamental importance of the things for which we stand – fertility, quality, co-

operation. They now come, already well-informed, to listen and learn more, and to contribute 

their quota of knowledge. This is in marked contrast to a year or two ago, when audiences 

were either completely ignorant, or came to laugh, argue or deride."408 Eve Balfour's assertion 

that by 1948 lecture audiences were uniformly respectful appears to have been wishful 

thinking. Anecdotal evidence suggests that sceptical and, even, hostile audiences remained an 

at least occasional occurrence well into the 1960s. Dr Victor Stewart, a soil scientist at 

University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, recalled attending a talk given by Eve Balfour in 

1963, at which the audience's scepticism was palpable.409 

Eve Balfour's willingness to travel to represent the Soil Association continued throughout the 

1950s. In 1954, with the help of the Soil Association's Scottish Officer, Helen Murray, she 

toured Scotland. The trip included visits to the Shetland and Orkney Islands as well as to 

many areas of mainland Scotland. Private meetings took place in the homes of Soil 

Association members in addition to public meetings, which included a debate entitled 

"Organic versus Chemical farming" organised by the editor of Shetland News. A series of 

four public meetings were held in Glasgow: "They constituted the most ambitious 'course' 

that has yet been given under Soil Association auspices. The first was for housewives and the 

general public on Food; the second for scientists, research workers and farmers, on Recent 
406E B Balfour, 'The November Tour', ME, Spring 1949, pp. 29-34.
407De Bunsen, Mount Up, p.158.
408E B Balfour. "Taking Stock" Mother Earth, winter 1948-49 (3:1). p.9. 
409I believe the lecture attended by Stewart was one given by Eve Balfour to the Agricultural Society of the 
University of Wales in autumn 1963. See Eve Balfour, 'Breaking New Ground', ME, January 1964, pp. 24-27. 
Stewart said he attended the talk in the expectation that doing so would confirm his view that the organic 
movement was misguided. Instead, he was convinced by Eve Balfour's arguments and became a Soil 
Association member. Private conversation, April 2006.



130

Research Development in Plant and Animal Nutrition; the third was for sanitary engineers 

and local authority representatives; and the fourth for amateur gardeners."410 It appears to 

have been a priority of the organisation to accept invitations to speak if possible.411 So many 

lectures were given by Eve Balfour and other active members during this period that a 

comprehensive list would be difficult to draw up. For instance, in a wide-ranging article 

written in 1950, Eve Balfour mentions in passing that she has recently given lectures to the 

horticultural society at her alma mater, University of Reading, and to the Plough Club, the 

agricultural students' society at University of Oxford.412 Several other Soil Association 

leaders/ active members also gave lectures to interested parties. Organic farmer and council 

member Friend Sykes gave "an address" in October 1948 to the Rural Reconstruction 

Association, an organisation whose members were familiar with and supportive of the 

organic movement.413 Meanwhile, Everard Turner, chair of the Leicester/Rutland local Soil 

Association group, devoted much of his "valedictory address" as outgoing president of the 

East Midlands branch of the British Dental Association to explaining his belief in the 

importance of soil quality on human health: "Health is passed up the chain of species, which 

are interdependent on one another... Health must start at the origin of all life, the soil, and 

when established on the foundation of an abundantly fertile soil empowers the benign 

organisms to hold under rigid control the malign organisms".414

The ambition of Eve Balfour and the early Soil Association is demonstrated, perhaps, most 

vividly by the international travel undertaken by key Soil Association figures promoting the 

organic message, particularly by Eve Balfour. These journeys allowed Eve to visit and 

befriend overseas Soil Association members, learning about their lives and farming and 

gardening practices, and inspiring them to continue with the struggle. She also visited 

agricultural research centres and colleges, making potentially useful contacts for the Soil 

Association and cultivating a sense that the organic movement had a truly international 

momentum. These trips involved a considerable amount of what is now referred to as 'media 

work'. For instance, in 1951 during the first of three visits made by Eve to America during the 

410Eve Balfour and Helen Murray, 'Scottish Tour, 1954', ME, April 1955 , pp.117-134.
411Jorian Jenks identifies, in 1949, an apparently growing interest from British farmers in organic concepts and 
attributes this, in part, to lectures given by the Soil Association: "This growing interest is largely due to our 
educational work, and especially to the talks given up and down the country by such effective speakers as Lady 
Eve Balfour and Mr Friend Sykes". Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, Autumn 1949, p.7.
412E B Balfour, 'Facts, Figures, and (Possibly) Fancies', ME, Spring 1950, pp. 11-12.
413Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, Spring 1949, p.4. See also Conford's note about the Rural Reconstruction 
Association in Origins, p.251.
414Everard Turner, 'Creative Medicine', ME, Winter 1948-49, p.33. For short biography see 'Everard Turner', 
ME, January 1955, p.8.
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1950s, she gave 18 lectures, 15 radio broadcasts, and what she referred to as “innumerable” 

interviews during a six week visit, which also saw her sign up 48 new members and collect 

$500 more than was required to cover her expenses.415 Her next visit to America, in 1952, led 

to the publication of a 110-page booklet, entitled 9,600 Miles in a Station Wagon, which was 

a compilation of reports previously published in Mother Earth. Her final American visit, in 

1958, was sponsored by an organisation called National Food Associates, and saw Eve attend 

a national conference on nutrition and alternative approaches to healthcare. In the mid-1950s, 

Eve also promoted the Soil Association during trips to the Dordogne region in France 

(autumn 1952), Norway, Sweden and Ireland (1953), Ireland again in 1954, Italy (1955) and 

Kenya in 1956.416 In late 1958, Eve and her companion Kathleen Carnley embarked on their 

longest trip, spending almost a year in Australia and New Zealand during which considerable 

media attention was paid to Eve and her arguments in between visits to a substantial number 

of agricultural research stations. A lengthy series of “Letters from Australia” and “Letters 

from New Zealand” were published in Mother Earth detailing the trip's events.417 Finally, in 

1968, Eve travelled to Israel to promote organic farming as a guest of the Israeli ministry of 

agriculture.418

Local branches of the Soil Association

Another way the early Soil Association sought to build public support and to influence 

policy, at least at local authority and/or county level, was through local branches. From the 

outset, a network of local groups was envisaged although lack of funds meant these were 

established voluntarily on an “unofficial” basis by enthusiastic members and operated with 

little or no financial assistance from the central organisation. The first mention of local 

groups was included in a report about Soil Association council activities published in the 

winter 1947/48 edition of Mother Earth: “It was agreed, after very careful consideration of 

the matter, that the time is not yet ripe for the formation of official local branches. But 

415Eve Balfour, 'American Tour, 1951 (PT. 1)', ME, October 1951, pp. 13-34.
416Eve Balfour. “Home and Abroad, Part I: The Dordogne and Northern France”, ME, January 1953, pp. 13-22: 
Eve Balfour. “Norway, Sweden and Ireland”, ME, April 1954, pp.29-39; Eve Balfour. “Ireland Revisited”, ME, pp. 
13-24. Eve Balfour. “Italian Tour, May 1955”, ME, April 1956, pp.487-506. Eve's Kenyan trip did not result in 
any coverage in Mother Earth, but did lead to Eve penning and delivering a BBC radio broadcast about 
agricultural initiatives in Kenya, a transcript of which survives and is held by BBC WAC.
417 Eve Balfour, “Letter from Australia, No. 1”, ME, April 1959, pp. 509-518. Eve Balfour. “Letter from Australia, 
No. 2”, ME, July 1959, pp. 583-594. Eve Balfour. “Letter from Australia, No.3”, ME, October 1959, pp.701-716. 
Eve Balfour, “Letter from Australia, No.4”, ME, January 1960, pp.21-50. Eve Balfour. “Diary of the 1959 New 
Zealand Tour”, ME, April 1960, pp.169-194. Eve Balfour. “Diary of the 1959 New Zealand Tour: Part II”, ME, July 
1960, pp. 253-287.
418Brander, Eve Balfour, p. 197.
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members are to be encouraged in every way possible to form local groups among themselves 

for arousing interest in the work of the Association in their own neighbourhood”.419 Given the 

ad-hoc nature of the branch network, the Soil Association council chose not to institute any 

levies on local groups or to demand a proportion of local group revenue. The first branch to 

form was Middlesex, in spring 1948.420 Reporting on its inaugural meeting, Ena M Eaves 

wrote: 

"All who attended were there because they had realized the seriousness of the present 

condition of the soil. Each had arrived at a state of awareness by a different route; but 

they were all there with ideas – and the will to put them into practice... At half-time, we 

enjoyed a really delightful tea. The hostess displayed a sample of stone-ground flour, 

with an attractive loaf made from it at each side. Our refreshments were also made from 

the flour".421

The Middlesex group's first project was construction of a demonstration compost bin, erected 

in a visible location by the side of a busy road in north London. In addition, its members 

promoted composting to members of the Golders Green Allotment and Horticultural 

Association. In his account of the first year of the group's work, Derek Eastmond stated that: 

"It was not until much later that we realized how suspicious the allotment-holders had been of 

us at first, being quite convinced that there was 'a catch in it somewhere' and that we had 

something to sell them."422 In 1949, the Middlesex group mounted an exhibition stand at the 

National Gardens Show held at Olympia, which was reported to have been "thronged almost 

continuously for the whole of twelve days".423 Perhaps the success of the National Gardens 

Show influenced the group's future strategy, as during the early 1950s it appears to have 

focused on mounting as many stands as possible at London-area horticultural shows – 

attending 12 shows in 1954 alone – in addition to its other activities, which included 

organising lectures for its meetings, visits to organic farms and gardens, and producing a 

419'The Work of the Council', ME, Winter 1947/48, p. 34. Although it would seem that local groups operated 
without any ongoing financial assistance from the central Soil Association, some assistance was probably given 
occasionally to certain groups: "...wherever any member or group of members is willing to undertake the 
organization of such a stand, we shall be very glad to have suggestions and give any help from headquarters 
that we can in the way of equipment, literature and the cost of entry fees". E B Balfour, 'The 1949 Show 
Season: Report to Members', ME, Autumn 1949. p.22.
420For an account of the Middlesex group's origins and early activities see: Derek Eastmond, 'The Growth of a 
Group', ME, Winter 1948-49, pp. 25-28 plus photographic plates.
421Ena M Eaves, 'A Vital Link in the Chain', ME, Summer 1948, p.32.
422Derek Eastmond, 'The Growth of a Group', ME, Winter 1948-49, p. 27.
423Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, Autumn 1949, p.6; E B Balfour, 'The 1949 Show Season: Report to 
Members', ME, Autumn 1949, p.22.
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monthly newsletter. In 1955, the group announced a change in focus, away from lectures and 

outings organised for the benefit of its members and toward assisting "Soil Association 

headquarters with the lecture course at the Marylebone Grammar School which the 

Association has been asked by the L.C.C,424 through the North London Literary Institute, to 

provide next winter".425 By 1960, the Middlesex group may have been defunct, as it no longer 

featured in periodic updates about local branch activities published in Mother Earth.

A comprehensive network of local SA groups covering all areas of the UK was never 

achieved, however, groups in Leicestershire/Rutland,426 Lancashire,427 Devon,428 the North 

East,429 Yorkshire,430 and Cambridgeshire431 were active for at least some of the 1950s and 

into the 1960s, as was a group in Ireland.432 A comprehensive picture of the number and 

principal activities of local SA groups has yet to be attempted, however, approximately 31 

local groups appear to have been in existence in the early 1970s and Stilwell argues that 

“some were quite large and well organised”, adding that their lack of financial ties with the 

central organisation proved a strength since it meant that the fortunes of individual, local 

groups were not affected by the financial volatility of the central Soil Association.433 Their 

424L.C.C stands for London County Council.
425'Middlesex Group Changes', ME, July 1956, p. 574.
426E B Balfour, 'The Log of the 1948 Show Tour, ME, Autumn 1948, p.44; 'Notes from the Groups: Leicester and 
Rutland', ME, April 1957, pp. 833-834; 'Recent S.A. Group Activities: Leicestershire and Rutland', ME, October 
1961, p. 801; Everard Turner, 'Recent Group Activities: Leicestershire and Rutland', ME, October 1963, pp. 744-
745.
427R Whittaker, 'The Lancashire Group of Soil Association Members', ME, July 1955, pp.209-210; 'Lancashire 
Group's Show Season', ME, January 1956, pp. 382-383; 'Notes from the Groups: Lancashire', ME, April 1957, p. 
833 plus photographic plates; R Whittaker, 'S.A. Group Activities, Summer 1960', ME, October 1960, pp. 361-
362; R Whittaker, 'Recent S.A. Group Activities: Lancashire', ME, October 1961, p. 797; R Whittaker, 'Royal 
Show and Group Activities, 1962: Lancashire Group', ME, October 1962, p.361; R Whittaker, 'Recent Group 
Activities: Lancashire', ME, October 1963, pp. 745-746.
428'Formation of Devonshire Group', ME, January 1956, p.384; 'Notes from the Groups: Devon', ME, April 1957, 
p.834; Ethelyn R Hazell, 'The Devonshire Group: Trials and tribulations of the county show exhibit', ME, July 
1959, pp. 579-581; Ethelyn Hazell and Brian France, 'S.A. Group Activities, Summer 1960: Devon', ME, October 
1960, pp. 359-360; Ethelyn Hazell, 'Recent S.A Group Activities: Devon', ME, October 1961, pp. 798-801; 
Ethelyn Hazell, 'Royal Show and Group Activities, 1962: Devon Group', ME, October 1962, pp. 360-361.
429Rosalie Bloxam, 'S.A. Group Activities, Summer 1960: Northumberland', ME, October 1960, pp. 362 -363; . 
The Northumberland appears to have been founded about 1957 and focused much of its activities on 
campaigning for local authorities to establish large-scale composting of sewage and household waste. R 
Bloxam and H M Wynn, 'Recent S.A. Group Activities: Tyneside and Northumberland', ME, October 1961, pp. 
797-798; D.R.L.B and H.M.W, 'Royal Show and Group Activities, 1962', ME, October 1962, p. 359; Rosalie 
Bloxam and H M Wynn, 'Recent Group Activities: North-East', ME, October 1963, pp. 746-747.
430'Notes from the Groups: Yorkshire', ME, April 1957, p. 833; Michael Thompson, 'S.A. Group Activities, 
Summer 1960', ME, October 1960, pp. 360-361; Michael Thompson, 'Recent S.A. Group Activities: Yorkshire', 
ME, October 1961, p. 801; Michael Thompson, 'Royal Show and Group Activities, 1962: Yorkshire Group', ME,  
October 1962, pp. 359-360; Michael Thompson, 'Recent Group Activities: Yorkshire', ME, October 1963, p. 745.
431'New Cambridgeshire Group', ME, April 1956, p.478.
432'Formation of Irish Group', ME, April 1956, p.478.
433Stilwell, 'Lady Eve, Haughley'. p.16.
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size and activities varied considerably, with the Middlesex group described as having almost 

160 members at the beginning of 1955,434 while a 1963 update about the Leicestershire and 

Rutland SA mentions that the branch had 36 "full members".435 Based on reports published in 

Mother Earth, the chief focus of most local groups was ensuring Soil Association 

representation at farming and gardening shows in their respective regions. Eve Balfour and 

her companion Kathleen Carnley ensured a Soil Association presence at shows in the late 

1940s and early 1950s, but by the mid-late 1950s local members had taken on most of the 

show-related spadework and bureaucratic responsibilities. Eve Balfour and other 

representatives of the central Soil Association still attended the biggest shows, but acted more 

as 'experts' or organic celebrities than as foot soldiers.436 The participation of local members 

in show work was particularly important because of the Soil Association's commitment to 

demonstrating the effectiveness of compost by growing crops either in situ or at the very least 

by transplanting plants grown by members in a greenhouse to the show plot long enough in 

advance to prove that the plants on display were growing in local soil and had not been 

cultivated by agricultural scientists under perfect conditions and transported to the show at 

the last minute. Once the Soil Association was allocated a plot for a specific agricultural or 

gardening show – groups often held onto the same plot for several years running - the local 

group would cultivate a portion of the plot in order to ensure that impressive plants would be 

ready in time for the show opening. For example, the Lancashire group's preparation for a 

show in Blackpool in August 1956 began at least ten months in advance and an account of 

the Devon group's exhibit at its county agricultural show in 1959 emphasised the lengths the 

Soil Association went to impress local farmers.437 

434Betty Everard and Winifred Savage, 'The Story of the Middlesex Group: Educational work in London's 
suburbs', ME, January 1955, pp.18-21.
435Everard Turner, 'Recent Group Activities: Leicestershire and Rutland', ME, October 1963, pp. 744-745.
436There are references in Mother Earth and the Soil Association's Members Notes that suggest Eve Balfour and 
other SA leaders were viewed by some as the 'celebrities' of the organic movement. For example, a 1960 
report of the Devon group included a discussion of its latest county show stand: "We were busier than at any 
Show since 1956, when Lady Eve Balfour was with us..." Ethelyn Hazell and Brian France, 'SA Group Activities, 
Summer 1960: Devon', ME, October 1960, p. 360. A notice in the spring of 1960 that the SA would be returning 
to the Royal Agricultural Show after an absence of two years explained that the SA stand would include: "a 
Members' Marquee, where Lady Eve Balfour and other well-known personalities of the Association will be glad 
to welcome members and their friends...". 'Soil Association Activities, 1960', ME, April 1960, p. 127. A more 
breathless appreciation for Eve Balfour is found in a report of the SA's 1960 annual conference: "Lady Eve 
Balfour was with us again, the fruits of her world travels providing a fitting background to the conference 
theme. She it is who does most to combat the tendency to insularity in our English-born Association. She it is 
who constantly helps us to see our work from the point of view of far distant members". 'Attingham Park 
Conference, 1960', ME, July 1960, p.243.
437"We simply cleared last season's crops and covered the soil with compost made from the refuse collected 
from the 1954 show. This compost was laid down during the first week in November, all seed and plants being 
subsequently planted directly into it. No water was used on any of the crops, yet throughout the drought they 
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Local groups sold Soil Association literature at shows and signed up new members, remitting 

funds to the central organisation. However, they were also free to produce literature of their 

own438 and seem to have had considerable autonomy. Members in the north east of England 

focused on promoting municipal composting, with some success.439 In the 

Leicestershire/Rutland area members made an effort to increase the availability of 

organically-grown produce at local markets and encouraged a local baker to sell organic 

wholemeal bread.440 Visits and lectures by Eve Balfour were frequently mentioned in reports, 

in terms that make it clear that she was the individual from the central organisation viewed by 

most groups as the 'star' of the Soil Association.441

Farm-based ecological research

The most ambitious of the activities pursued by the early Soil Association was the long-term, 

farm-based research project at New Bells and Walnut Tree farms in Haughley Green. As 

discussed in chapter two, the Haughley Experiment was conceived by Eve Balfour and Alice 

Debenham in 1938, seven years before the founders' meeting of the Soil Association. 

Alterations to the organisation of the land and methods of farming in order to generate 

scientifically-relevant data were not completed until the late 1940s. By this time the Soil 

Association was in existence and had taken over responsibility for the project. With Eve 

Balfour the driving force behind both the Haughley Experiment and the Soil Association it 

seemed ideal to her, and to many others, to join the two. Finances may also have been a 

motivating force behind the decision, with Eve and others hopeful that the newly-created Soil 

continued to grow well. Tomatoes were just beginning to ripen on August 10th (the time of the show)”.R 
Whittaker, 'Lancashire Group's Show Season', ME, January 1956, pp. 382-383. The Devon group's exhibit at its 
county agricultural show in 1959 also involved lengthy preparation: "Imagine three members of the Devon 
Group standing in the middle of a huge and soggy field on the 14th March, nothing round us but puddles, 
gazing at a piece marked out 20 feet square. This, we hoped, would eventually become our show-piece at the 
Devon County Show, only just over eight weeks away!" Ethelyn R Hazell, 'The Devonshire Group: Trials and 
triumphs of the county show exhibit', ME, July 1959, p. 579. Other exhibitors were not always so scrupulous. 
Reporting on preparations for the Soil Association's exhibition at the 1948 Royal Agricultural Show, Eve Balfour 
noted: "...we are using the natural soil of the area – unlike the Ministry of Agriculture's stand next door, which 
has dug its plots out 3 feet deep and has imported its soil". Lady Eve Balfour, 'Tying Up Loose Ends', ME, Spring 
1948, p. 16.
438'Editor's Note', Mother Earth, October 1963, p. 746.
439D.R.L.B and H.M.W, 'Royal Show and Group Activities, 1962: North-East Group', ME, October 1962, p. 359.
440'Notes from the Groups', ME, April 1957, pp. 833-844.
441Carol Twinch recalls Eve Balfour's celebrity status during the 1970s: “Lady Eve Balfour visited the office only 
rarely in those days but when she did it was very much as a celebrity”. Private conversation, 17 April 2007. 
Brander also refers to Carol Twinch's memories of the Soil Association of the early 1970s to emphasise Eve 
Balfour's legendary status, even after retirement: “Carol Twinch, who worked in a junior capacity in the Soil 
Association at Haughley in the early seventies, still recalls how whenever Eve was due to put in an appearance 
there was a palpable feeling of excitement and expectancy in the air”. Brander, Eve Balfour, p. 209. 
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Association would have the means to support long-term scientific research more easily than 

Haughley Research Farms Ltd. Thus, a year after the Soil Association was established, the 

trustees of Haughley Research Farms Ltd approached the new body about taking over the 

farms and the ongoing research project. This was agreed, and by 1948 legal arrangements had 

been completed, with the Soil Association now the owner of Walnut Tree Farm and 

leaseholder of New Bells Farm.442 It is likely that some of the Soil Association's founders, not 

least Eve, foresaw the organisation taking on responsibility for the Haughley Experiment 

from the moment preparations to create the association began. Certainly, the Soil 

Association's second objective - “to initiate, co-ordinate and assist research in this field” - 

seems tailor made for the Haughley Experiment. 

As previously discussed, the goal of the Haughley Experiment was to compare different 

methods of farming and to assess whether they resulted, over the course of many years, in 

differences in soil fertility and in nutritional variations in the crops and livestock produced.443 

It was hoped the experiment would demonstrate the superiority of compost- and ley-based 

organic farming, however, Eve Balfour and others insisted that their personal belief in 

organic methods did not mean that the outcome of the Haughley research trial was in any way 

biased or predetermined. The scientific integrity of the Haughley Experiment was paramount, 

despite the fact it was managed by an organisation that promoted organic agriculture. This 

argument was expressed clearly by Mother Earth editor Jorian Jenks in 1951: “...it may help 

to dispel a few misconceptions if it is here pointed out that the primary object of the Project is 

442Haughley Research Farms Ltd was formed in 1940. See Sir Cecil Oakes, 'How It Began', The Haughley  
Experiment (special edition of Mother Earth), October 1956, pp. 660-663. Although the Haughley farms and 
their research project did not become the legal responsibility of the Soil Association until early 1948, news 
from Haughley featured in Mother Earth from the journal's inception and before the takeover was announced. 
See E B Balfour, 'Earthworm Experiments at Haughley', ME, Spring 1947, pp.29-33. First mention of the 
proposed takeover came in the following issue, which also boasted photographs of New Bells farm. See 'Work 
of the Council and Panel', ME, Harvest 1947, pp.44-45. The transfer of the research farms to the Soil 
Association is confirmed in the Autumn 1947 issue (p.44) and a report on research progress written by Eve 
Balfour was published in the Spring 1948 edition (pp.11-16). Stilwell suggests that the Soil Association's 
decision to take on responsibility for Haughley was a response to the research project's dire financial position: 
“Before the [Soil] Association was a year old, the Haughley Research Trust... failed for want of money....it was 
agreed to take over the Trust in order to continue the work”. Stilwell, “Lady Eve, Haughley”, p.14.
443The purpose of the Haughley Experiment was not often articulated clearly in the pages of Mother Earth, 
since Soil Association members were presumed to understand the goal of the research project. References to 
Haughley were frequent, but descriptions of its overall purpose or value were rarer. In a 1952 article discussing 
the origins of the Soil Association, Eve Balfour described the Haughley Experiment as having been founded “to 
study the whole question of Soil and Nutrition...” Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association', ME, July 1952, p. 37. In the 
same issue, active SA member Everard Turner described the research as unique, because “... for the first time, 
it is possible for experiments on diet and nutrition to be conducted with control over the whole ecological 
community in which the experiment is conducted”. Everard Turner, “What the Soil Association offers to the 
specialist”, ME, July 1952, p. 34.
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not to prove (or disprove) any particular contention, but to investigate the cumulative effects 

of contrasted systems of soil management over a period of years and several successive 

generations of plants and animals”.444 External advice from respected agriculturalists and 

scientists was sought at several intervals in the trial's history, including advice from 

individuals known to be opposed to, or sceptical of, organic claims. The earliest instance of 

this occurred just as research was beginning properly, in the late 1940s, when the Soil 

Association accepted an offer from Dr William Ogg, director of the Rothamsted Research 

Station, then a pre-eminent centre for soil science, to conduct a thorough chemical survey of 

the Haughley farms' soils.445

One of the most striking things about the Haughley Experiment and its relationship to the 

early Soil Association is the contradictory feelings it evoked in members. From the moment it 

became the Soil Association's responsibility, the Haughley Experiment generated fierce pride 

and commitment from some, while others were suspicious of the money and effort it 

required. Appeals to members for additional funds to keep the research going were made 

repeatedly,446 with those who were less supportive of the Haughley Experiment gradually 

coming to the view that it was the biggest obstacle standing in the way of the Soil 

Association achieving greater success. Opposition from within the Soil Association to the 

Haughley Experiment was chiefly expressed in two ways. First, there were individuals who 

agreed with the late compost guru Albert Howard that sufficient research had already been 

conducted proving the effectiveness of composting and, thus, the Soil Association should 

focus on demonstrating the benefits of organic farming by running a model farm at Haughley. 

Others questioned the fundamental validity of any scientific research, implying that the 

Haughley Experiment was pointless because science was. The first argument was articulated 

by a member, Fred Taylor of Herstmonceux in Sussex: "The Soil Association, I think, to be 

successful, must combine a maximum of practice with a minimum of theory”, adding that 

“[Sir Albert] Howard rightly insisted that the important thing was to make compost, not to 

talk about it". Taylor's letter went on to suggest that the Soil Association should establish "a 

composting station" that would sell compost to farmers on a commercial basis: "if such a 

444Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, Summer 1951, p.7.
445N P Burman, 'Phosphate Availability', ME, Winter 1949/50, p.15. Dr Ogg was never an organic supporter and, 
eventually, expressed his complete rejection of the research undertaken at Haughley. See chapter four.
446While full-scale appeals for funds to keep the Haughley Experiment afloat took place only every few years, 
including 1951, 1956 and 1966, Stilwell's pamphlet about the history of the Soil Association refers to more 
ongoing, behind-the-scenes efforts to secure gifts from Soil Association members to maintain the research 
project. This was necessary, in part, because the publicised appeals did not usually generate as much money as 
was sought. Stilwell. 'Lady Eve, Haughley”, pp.13-37.
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[composting] centre could be shown to be self-supporting, it would be a good talking-point to 

induce municipal and Government action."447 The second argument against the Haughley 

Experiment, that scientific research was itself suspect, was articulated in the first regular 

issue of the Soil Association journal Mother Earth, in a letter written by A S Haynes of 

Leamington Spa:

"I am a little dubious about the possibility of there being too much insistence on 

research. These are deep waters, and to search their depths so that proof can be given in 

the modern scientific sense is likely to be so prolonged and to result in a such a mass of 

printed stuff that it will never be read by the right people. The wrong people will read 

it ... and will produce such a mass of counter-stuff that nothing of use will result.

You will perhaps permit me to quote from something I wrote a few years ago when... 

stressing the importance of simplicity and fundamentals: 'There is perhaps a danger 

today of too much complexity, the common reproach of learning more and more about 

less and less. It is possible to flounder hopelessly in morasses of statistics, to be fogged 

and bogged in the mists and masses of reports, to lose direction in the myopy of the 

microscope. There is a need to get back to the simplicity of fundamentals, to see "see 

life steadily and see it whole"'".448

Haynes' letter was followed by a reply from Eve Balfour, in which she defended scientific 

research into organic agriculture: "We certainly need propaganda, but propaganda is more 

forceful if it is backed by a serious attempt to increase our knowledge".449 Yet the sentiment 

that science is a waste of time, effort and money, offering little or no enlightenment in return, 

would not go away and, soon, another correspondent echoed Haynes' anti-science argument, 

although there was no specific mention of the Haughley trial: 

"I am a little perturbed at the present tendency to emphasize the importance of scientific 

'proof'. Scientific knowledge is but partial knowledge, and so is apt to lead off at a 

tangent, each set of facts demanding a further set of facts to support it. My own view is 

that we can take part in the wholeness of life without precisely understanding it, and 

give practical effect in our lives to a greater understanding than all science can ever add 

up to, simply through a feeling for the nature of things".450

447 Fred Taylor, 'Correspondence: Work, Not Talk', ME, Autumn 1948, pp. 57-58.
448 A S Haynes, 'Correspondence', ME, Spring 1947, pp.43-44.
449Lady Eve Balfour, 'Correspondence', ME, Spring 1947, p. 44.
450Maurice Renshaw, 'Correspondence: Importance of Bi-Sexual Grazing', ME, Winter 1948-49, p.41.
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Scepticism about the wisdom and usefulness of scientific research expressed by some Soil 

Association members who questioned the wisdom of the Haughley Experiment was shared by 

many of those who were most committed to the research, including Eve Balfour. For the 

latter group, the shortcomings and myopia of conventional scientific research were the very 

reason why investigation at Haughley had to continue, in spite of the cost and effort involved; 

this was the gist of the argument repeatedly voiced by Eve Balfour and other Haughley 

Experiment supporters. In a letter published in the summer 1948 issue of Mother Earth, Sir 

Peter Greenwell expressed his belief that "what unites members is the sincere desire to see 

proved in a scientific and impartial manner, beyond all doubt, the way that crops should be 

grown to ensure full health in plants, animals and man. The orthodox research organizations 

have failed to tackle this problem... there is no one in the world who may not benefit by the 

results of this great and fundamental research...".451 Disappointment in the limitations of 

science and a desire to contribute to the emerging field of ecology through the Haughley trail 

are recurring themes in the writings of the early Soil Association. The long-running dispute 

within the Soil Association about the wisdom – or lack of it - of pursuing scientific research 

at Haughley had a philosophical dimension while also being a disagreement about tactics.452 

Both those who were opposed to continuing the trial and those who were supportive of 

Haughley held similar views about the shortcomings of conventional science, but they 

disagreed on whether this meant there was a need for better scientific research - to develop 

more sophisticated methods of investigation based on the ecological principle of the 

interconnectedness of all living things – or whether this meant scientific research was best 

left alone, to be pursued by other, less enlightened bodies. (The wider significance of anti-

science attitudes held by members of the early Soil Association is discussed in chapter four.)

Internal resistance to the research project should not be underestimated and is illustrated by 

steps the Soil Association took in the mid-1950s to divest itself of the Haughley Experiment. 

This began with a cash crisis in August 1951,453 which appears to have developed quickly and 

unexpectedly, just as the organisation was building momentum. An account written by Eve 

Balfour after catastrophe had been averted emphasises her perception of the success the Soil 

Association had been experiencing just as the financial crisis became apparent:

451Sir Peter Greenwell, 'Correspondence: The farmer's attitude towards compost, ME, Summer 1948, pp. 41-42.
452 See chapter 4 for a discussion about the early Soil Association's attitude to science.
453 Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association', ME, July 1952, p. 44. A detailed explanation of the financial crisis of 
August 1951 does not appear to have been published in Mother Earth, however, a letter was sent to all 
members in advance of the auction of the farms, which was averted at the last minute.
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"We had reached a membership of just on 3,000, from 42 different countries, and 

representing over 50 different occupations. Some flourishing local branches had been 

formed and overseas societies affiliated. We had exhibited regularly at agricultural 

shows; the name of the Association was becoming known and... respected. We were 

already looked upon as an authority on organic husbandry and long-term nutritional 

research. We were recognised as a research body by the Agricultural Research Council. 

We were getting letters... from other more official research stations and from the 

National Advisory Service, from correspondents who had asked for practical advice... 

with the request that we should supply the answers. .... We had made the film "The 

Cycle of Life" and I had completed a short tour American tour...".454

In the midst of all this activity, a lack of funds threatened to sink both the research farms and 

the Soil Association and it was decided to sacrifice the farms and the research project by 

auctioning the farms, in order to save the organisation. An auction was scheduled for 9 

October 1951 with full particulars drawn up.455 At the last minute, the elderly Earl of 

Strafford stepped in to purchase the farms – at the behest of his daughter, Lady Elizabeth 

Lafone – on the agreement that he would be a "benevolent landlord" and lease them back, at 

no cost, to a new "research trust" that the Soil Association would help to establish.456 This 

crisis, followed by the "miracle" saving of the farms, prompted the Soil Association to make 

its first attempt to withdraw from management of the Haughley trial. It sought to do this by 

establishing a new research foundation that would oversee ecological investigations on an 

international basis. Under this plan, the Haughley trial would cease to be the responsibility of 

the Soil Association and would, instead, become the first of a series of scientific projects to 

be managed by the research trust. In a brief explanation to members, Jorian Jenks emphasised 

the benefits of the new plan: "In this way, the continuity of the [Haughley] experiment will be 

ensured, while the Soil Association's finances will be relieved of a heavy burden".457 Less 

than a year after the farms and research trial were saved, a memorandum outlining plans for 

the establishment of the Ecological Research Foundation (ERF) was published. Boasting the 

454 Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association', ME, July 1952, pp. 44-45.
455 A twelve-page booklet was published detailing the planned auction of “The Walnut Tree Manor and New 
Bells Estate” by Ipswich auctioneers Spurlings & Hempson.
456 Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, October 1951, p. 5; Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, April 1952, p.6. 
The Earl of Strafford died less than a year after purchasing the Haughley farms, however, the arrangement he 
struck with the Soil Association was maintained by the trustees of his estate until 1967. Stilwell suggests that 
at the same time as he saved the research farms Strafford also paid the Soil Association's  debts and gave the 
organisation money to “fund its further activities”. Stilwell, “Lady Eve, Haughley”, p.18.
457 Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, October 1951, p. 5.
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grandiose title Memorandum on the World-Wide Importance of The Ecological Research  

Foundation and an Outline of its Constitution,458 the document explained that:

"During the last eighteen months a thorough study has been made to ascertain what 

kind of organisation would be best fitted to fill the void caused by the absence of any 

comprehensive ecological research. Research in ecology ... if its results are to be valid, 

must be conducted on a world-wide scale... The outcome of this study is that the initial 

steps have been taken to form a body, called the Ecological Research Foundation".459

In addition to assuming responsibility for the investigations at Haughley and further 

ecological science research expected to be undertaken within Britain, the ERF would work 

with national councils based in other countries: "Domestic research in any country...will be 

carried out under the direction of a national council, e.g. The Ecological Research Council of 

the USA, The New Zealand Ecological Research Council, to name but two of the many to be 

set up in due course; the work of these councils will be co-ordinated by the world-wide Grand 

Council...".460 Clearly, this was not a modest proposal. Although the Memorandum 

acknowledged "the pressing need" to raise funds "in order that it may intensify the research 

being carried out at Haughley and establish in many other parts of the world research work on 

similar lines", the success of future fundraising efforts appears to have been taken for 

granted. Writing for the July 1953 edition of Mother Earth, the Soil Association member 

charged with developing the ERF, E C Gordon England, stated: "We are entering on the task 

of raising the funds required... with considerable confidence.... The work it [the ERF] will 

undertake is of the greatest importance ..., and for literally generations to come will provide a 

stream of new knowledge which can only be wholly beneficial to mankind".461 In April 1954, 

the ERF was officially established, with Eve Balfour one of four Soil Association 

representatives on the ERF "Grand Council". Most of those chosen to form part of an 

associated British Ecological Research Council were also Soil Association members.462 Brief 

mentions of the ERF were included in 1955 editions of Mother Earth usually published in the 

context of editor Jorian Jenks seeking to assuage the fears of some members that without the 

Haughley Experiment the Soil Association would have no purpose.463 Then, in spring 1956, 
458 Memorandum: On the World-Wide Importance of The Ecological Research Foundation and an Outline of its  
Constitution. Published by E C Gordon England, 20/05/53 (p.10).
459 Memorandum: On the World-Wide Importance, p. 1.
460 Memorandum: On the World-Wide Importance, p. 1.
461 E C Gordon England,'The Ecological Research Foundation', ME, July 1953, p.14.
462 E C Gordon England, 'Ecological Research Foundation is Launched', ME, July 1954, pp. 7-8. Also see 
biographical note: 'E C Gordon England', ME, January 1954, p. 2.
463 See Mother Earth January 1955, pp. 9, 10, 14 and Mother Earth April 1955, pp. 112, 113.
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just two years after its official launch, the demise of the ERF was announced. In a letter to 

members, signed by Soil Association chairman Viscount Newport and Eve Balfour, it was 

explained that "against all our expectations, it proved impossible to obtain any substantial 

backing for E.R.F... Many promising approaches were explored... and time after time it 

appeared that funds must materialise".464 But they did not. The Soil Association agreed to 

"release" ERF from its commitment to manage the Haughley trial, and the letter ends with a 

commitment to secure the funds necessary to ensure the Haughley Experiment is not 

abandoned, as was then foreseen to be necessary on financial grounds from about April 1957: 

"...the trends [in scientific results] make it essential that the experiment should not be 

halted... the Association is therefore determined to do everything that is humanly 

possible to secure the necessary financial backing. We feel the chances of success have 

improved, since the climate of opinion in the scientific world is changing in favour of 

the ecological approach".465

Thus, by 1956 the Soil Association's hope of divesting itself of responsibility for funding and 

managing the Haughley Experiment was dashed. The story of the ERF is simultaneously one 

of idealism and pragmatism – on the one hand, the dream of establishing an international 

body to oversee ecological research was wildly ambitious; on the other, it was an idea that 

won the support of the Soil Association's more financially-conscious members, who felt the 

organisation needed to be freed from an impractical and expensive commitment inherited 

from its charismatic, tenacious leader, Eve Balfour.

Following failure of the ERF, an extended defense of the research at Haughley was 

published, as a special edition of Mother Earth, in autumn 1956. The issue boasted articles 

about the state of agricultural research in Britain, the purpose and design of the "Haughley 

Experiment", its history, scientific results and positive remarks about it from a range of 

'experts'. The issue was a public celebration of Haughley by the Soil Association, and it may 

also have been aimed at sceptics within the organisation who were questioning the wisdom of 

having agreed to maintain responsibility for such an arduous and costly endeavour. Among 

the issue's contributors was the Soil Association's consultant biochemist Reginald Milton, 

who described "the farming systems at Haughley... as just getting into stride”, adding by way 

of explanation that: “the herds on the two stock-bearing sections have been brought to the 

point of being a product of their environment. In the soil, the effects of the farming procedure 
464 Viscount Newport and Eve Balfour, 'Future of the Haughley Research Farms', ME, April 1956, p.479
465 Viscount Newport and Eve Balfour, 'Future of the Haughley Research Farms', ME, April 1956, p.479.
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is making its mark. Similarly, with the seeds, it may be stated that the imprint of the soil on 

which they were grown is now apparent. Only now it can be said that the relationship 

between soil, plant and animal is established. Consequently it is henceforth that profitable 

results... should be forthcoming."466 From the perspective of its supporters the Haughley 

research was only just beginning. By 1956, the vision held by Eve Balfour and other 

Haughley Experiment supporters was for research to continue over many more years, for only 

after such a length of time would significant differences in soil and/or food quality be likely 

to emerge. 

As the 1960s dawned, debate about the wisdom of the Haughley Experiment continued to 

preoccupy the Soil Association. The April 1960 edition of Mother Earth defended the 

research project: "Many people, including some members, still hold the view that it should be 

sufficient to demonstrate organic methods in practice... They regard the Organic Section at 

Haughley as providing such a demonstration under scientific aegis... Certainly successful 

practice is of very great importance... But with an increasing interest in organic husbandry, 

there will be also an increasing need to explain how and why it works".467 It is possible that 

unease about the Haughley Experiment grew within the Soil Association during the late 

1950s and early 1960s in reaction to a sense that Haughley was becoming less of a practical 

resource for the Soil Association's own members. What began as a research project that many 

lay people could understand and, indeed, visit for a "study weekend", was perhaps becoming 

too abstract and inaccessible. In a report to members published in 1960, Eve Balfour and 

466R F Milton, 'Five Years' Progress at Haughley', The Haughley Experiment (special edition of Mother Earth), 
October 1956, p. 678. In the same article, Milton offered an overview of how the Haughley farms were then 
structured and farmed: "At Haughley there are three farms working side by side, but using different farming 
methods. The first is a 32-acre unit worked as a small stockless farm, having no animals and only inorganic 
fertilisers supplemented with green manuring. It is worked on a five course rotation, viz wheat, sugar beet, 
barley, barley, greencrop fallow. All cereal crops are undersown with trefoil for ploughing back, and all seed is 
produced on the unit with the exception of sugar beet and trefoil. The other two are both 75-acre units and 
both follow an eight course rotation ... including 4-year leys and the use of lucerne. Each also produces its own 
seed grain and supports the same head of livestock entirely from its own produce – no bought feeding-stuffs 
being used. The most important item of livestock on each is a herd of Guernsey cattle, but poultry and pigs are 
also kept. The first of these two units is worked as an organic farm. Deep-rooting herbs are used in the 
composition of the leys; all the farm-yard manure is made into compost, and mineral supplements for livestock 
are given in the form of dried seaweed. No fertilizers or compost-making materials are imported. Thus the soil 
receives – whether as crop residues or manure – only those waste products which the unit itself produces. The 
other unit of 75 acres ... is similar to the organic unit except that orthodox ley mixtures are used; mineral 
supplements to livestock are given in the usual form of mineral licks; the farmyard manure is not composted, 
but is applied sometimes direct and sometimes after rotting in a hill, and the return of the waste products of 
the unit is supplemented with the regular use of the usual range of fertilizers in the normally accepted 
quantities for the district" (p. 666).
467 Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, April 1960, p. 123.
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Donald Wilson defended the Haughley project in rather more aggressive and unequivocal 

terms than had previously been the case:

"There was a time when we thought, and led members to think, that Haughley could be 

a demonstration farm as well as an experimental farm. When the Experiment was 

started, there were few organic commercial farms in existence, and none was known to 

be open as a demonstration of organic farming. Successful commercial organic farms 

can now be found in most parts of the world, and we have been brought to realize, by 

the progress of the Experiment itself, that where Haughley can make by far the greatest 

contribution to the search for quality in food is in fundamental research, which is far 

more important than demonstration, and not compatible with it.

We make no apology for this shift in our approach, for the information which the 

Experiment has yielded has unfolded in ways which were quite unpredictable. This is, 

of course, a characteristic of fundamental research; but in the days before Dr Milton's 

work started to reveal the exciting clues and indications that it has, we could not, we 

think, have foreseen that the emphasis must inevitably be more and more in the 

direction of fundamental research (seeking knowledge for its own sake) and less and 

less in the direction of applied research (finding short-term answers)".468

The 1960s & 1970s: Winding down and gearing up

It is difficult to summarise neatly the history of the Soil Association during the 1960s and 

1970s, as it was a period of great change and uncertainty for the organisation. Unexpected 

events and surprise turnarounds were even more common than they had been during the 

1950s, and it was during this twenty-year period that the Soil Association was probably at 

greatest risk of coming to an end. Yet it was also a period of great hope and ambition. A 

recurring theme was the organisation's awareness of, and struggle to capitalise on, growing 

public concern about the dangers of industrial agriculture. Another important development 

was Eve Balfour's withdrawal from full-time, day-to-day leadership of the Soil Association in 

the mid-60s and her unexpected return to a more active role in the late 1970s, after president 

Fritz Schumacher's sudden death. Time and again, confusion regarding what the Soil 

Association's priorities should be came to the fore.

468 Eve Balfour and C D Wilson, 'The Haughley Experiment Report No. 2', ME April 1960, p. 139.
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It was clear to the Soil Association's leaders during the years 1962-1964 that this decade 

would be considerably different from the previous one. Publication of Rachel Carson's Silent  

Spring469 and Ruth Harrison's Animal Machines470 as well as the work of the Nature 

Conservancy471 drew the public's attention to the damage being done in the name of modern 

agriculture and, thus, the mood of the public and of some elements within the political class 

began to shift. With hindsight, the 1960s was clearly a time when the environmental 

consequences of industrial, chemical-based agriculture were described clearly and 

powerfully, prompting anxiety but little meaningful, remedial action.472 Governments in 

North America and Europe, including Britain, reacted to Carson's warning about the 

profound and lasting dangers posed by organo-chlorinated pesticides by restricting use of 

certain substances and by instigating research and creating or widening the remit of advisory 

bodies. A fundamental reassessment of farming methods with the goal of phasing out many 

chemicals and replacing them with biological controls, which Carson argued was necessary, 

did not take place. However, foundations were laid for the development of slightly more 

ecologically-benign farming policies. The Soil Association had no formal connection to 

Carson, who had been assisted in her research for Silent Spring by some organic supporters, 

but who maintained a scrupulous public distance between her work and the organic 

movement.473 Nevertheless, the Soil Association was correct in identifying similarities 

between the organic vision for agriculture and the types of changes Carson called for. 
469Silent Spring was published in the USA in 1962 and in the UK at the beginning of 1963. It amounted to a 
passionate and well-researched warning about the dangers posed by pesticides that had begun to be used 
freely after the Second World War, particularly organochlorinated compounds such as DDT. Rachel Carson was 
well known in America as a popular science writer and thanks, in part, to her existing public profile her book 
had an immediate and powerful impact. See www.rachelcarson.org. The Soil Association had long been aware 
of the dangers of DDT and other compounds and lost no time celebrating the arrival of Silent Spring. See R F 
Milton, 'Silent Spring', ME, January 1963, pp. 463-466; review of British edition of Silent Spring in "Book 
Reviews", ME, April 1963, pp. 621-622; W H Thorpe, 'Tribute to Rachel Carson', ME, July 1964, p. 168; 'Rachel 
Carson Through American Eyes', ME, July 1964. pp. 169-171. See also Erin Gill, “The Early Soil Association's 
Warning About the Dangers of Pesticides” in Mother Earth (Soil Association, Autumn 2010), pp. 14-18.
470Ruth Harrison's Animal Machines was published in 1964 (Vincent Stuart Publishers) and is generally credited 
as the first UK book to focus on "factory farming". Harrison became a member of the Soil Association council in 
1966 and remained so at least into the early 1970s. However, it is unclear whether Harrison was actively 
involved in decision making, or even whether she regularly attended council meetings. See photo and 
biographical note in Mother Earth, July 1964, p. 146; E L Grant Watson, 'Animal Machines', ME, July 1964, pp. 
238-240; and F D T Good, 'Correspondence: Animal Machines', ME, October 1964, p. 352.
471The Nature Conservancy Council was established by the UK government in 1949, with a remit to create a 
national network of nature reserves. In 1960, it created a division focused on investigating the impact of 
agricultural pesticides on wildlife in response to growing public and scientific evidence that pesticides 
introduced during and after the Second World War were more harmful than initially thought. Public unease 
about instances of unexplained mass deaths of birds and mammals in rural Britain during the 1950s and 1960s 
as well as the success of Rachel Carson's book, Silent Spring, lent authority to the Nature Conservancy's efforts 
to address the issue of pesticide toxicity. In 1961, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and the British 
Trust for Ornithology published a joint report on the impact of pesticides on British bird populations.
472 Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', pp.100-101, 115; Martin, Development of Modern Agriculture, p. 102.

http://www.rachelcarson.org/
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Following the book's publication and political fall-out, Soil Association members and leaders 

alike were eager to expand activities in response to growing public acceptance that the price 

being paid for modern agriculture was too great. Towards the end of 1963, Soil Association 

president, the Earl of Bradford, called on members to be more ambitious in presenting its 

ecological arguments: 

"It has been enormously encouraging... to watch the growth of the Nature Conservancy 

in Britain, and the part it has played in establishing and publicising the dangers to 

wildlife and to soil life of the toxic chemicals used as pesticides, etc. The statements 

recently made by the Conservancy about toxic chemicals are almost complete 

substantiation of the statements the Soil Association has been making for years, and 

now are supported by the resources of the State and carried out by the Conservancy's 

completely independent scientists. We look forward to the proposed Natural Resources 

Research Council continuing and enlarging on this work... Parallel with the Nature 

Conservancy, voluntary bodies such as the Council of Nature, with the many naturalist 

societies, have taken a very strong stand about toxic chemicals.... The World Wild-Life 

Fund has initiated a great world-wide campaign to preserve the existing flora and fauna 

for the future. These and other organizations – movements – campaigns, seem to have 

taken over... much of the work to which we have been calling attention for the last 18 

years. Lastly, all this has been accentuated by the impact made by Rachel Carson's 

magnificent book, "Silent Spring". Can we rest content with the little we have been 

doing? Are we prepared to see it taken over by others? Is our function perhaps to be an 

advance guard and to go on ahead? We must now decide what our part in the campaign 

is and prepare ourselves to carry it out.

I am sure you will all agree that we must do very much more, which also means that we 

shall have to plan more ambitiously; increase our meagre staff; mobilise more 

resources, and also each one of us try to play a larger part".474

This sense of urgency and ambition was echoed by Professor Lindsay Robb, who reminded 

members that 1964 marked the Soil Association's eighteenth birthday:
473 Clunies-Ross notes that Carson was “extremely careful not to link her case too closely with” arguments of 
the organic movement. Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', pp. 168-169. Linda Lear's biography of Rachel 
Carson details the assistance Carson was provided with by Marjorie Spock, a follower of Rudolf Steiner, whose 
Long Island organic garden was subject to aerial spraying of DDT in 1957. Lear also confirms that Carson 
ensured that Silent Spring could not be construed as supportive of, or connected in any way, to the organic 
agriculture movement. Linda Lear. Rachel Carson: The life of the author of Silent Spring. Penguin, 1997.
474See also Earl of Bradford, 'Another Year's Work', ME, January 1964, pp.16-17.
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"The Soil Association is now 18 years old and has achieved some maturity without 

losing the vigour of youth. But this is 1964, not 1946, and the time has arrived to take – 

not a big step but a huge leap forward and accept all the new responsibilities which 

have been building up steadily in the last few years...

Determined action now is imperative, with the alternative of ... stagnating into oblivion.

And so at the beginning of this momentous year... let us be in thought higher and in 

action faster and farther. AND NOW".475

Despite the Soil Association's desire to make a "huge leap forward", the risk of "stagnating 

into oblivion" was real. Soil Association leaders could no longer ignore the fact that 

membership was not increasing. "Of recent years, recruitment has barely made good the 

inevitable wastage occasioned by death and by resignation (almost always for financial 

reasons)", acknowledged the January 1963 edition of Mother Earth. A "marked falling-off in 

the intake of new 'home' (UK) members" appears to have been an issue for some years, while 

"latterly, the overseas intake has fallen away, too, probably because Lady Eve Balfour has 

been unable to make any further tours".476 Age was a primary factor behind the Soil 

Association's diminishing membership: there were far too few young members: "An age 

analysis of a sample group of 100 members... revealed ... [that] over 50% of the members are 

between 50 and 70 years of age and 30% are between 30 and 50... A glance at the figures 

reveals a relative lack of youth and vigour with only 5% under 30....". Still more disturbing 

was news that 14% of the sample was over 70.477 It is questionable whether the early Soil 

Association had ever had a significant number of members under the age of 30. As discussed, 

it was a decidedly middle-aged organisation when it was founded in 1946, and by the early 

1960s its average member was old and, presumably, tiring of the endless task of arguing for 

an alternative, ecological vision for agriculture designed to promote optimum nutrition. Faced 

with the stark figures that emerged from the analysis of members' ages, the Soil Association 

directed more energy toward engaging with and educating younger people.478 This focus on 

youth included production of education packs for use in schools. For example, the South 

475 R Lindsay Robb, 'Editorial Notes', ME, January 1964, pp. 10-11.
476 Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, January 1963, p.444.
477 'Youth and Age', ME, January 1964, p.19. Alan Schofield, of Growing with Nature, recalls attending meetings 
of the Lancashire branch of the Soil Association in the 1970s. Then in his early 20s, he was struck by the elderly 
nature of the membership, noting the almost complete absence of members from his parents' generation, in 
other words those who had been young adults in the immediate post-war years. Private conversation with 
Alan Schofield, 11/12/07.
478 Earl of Bradford, 'Another Year's Work', ME, January 1964, pp.13-15.
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Yorkshire group created a “Healthy Eating” teaching pack, which it sought to sell to schools 

for £1.479 

The sudden death in 1963 of the Soil Association's editorial secretary Jorian Jenks led to the 

appointment of Robert Waller, who widened the focus of Mother Earth, transforming it from 

a journal focused primarily on the link between nutrition and farming methods into one that 

reflected a wider range of environmental concerns. This broader editorial policy mirrored the 

growth of environmentalism in Britain during the 1960s and may have been attractive to 

younger members, however, it was not supported by all existing members, including Eve 

Balfour, who did not have an easy relationship with Waller. Waller's environmentalist 

editorial line remained in place until Fritz Schumacher's presidency of the 1970s, after which 

Schumacher's vision prevailed: that the Soil Association should resist evolving into a 

generalist environmental organisation and, instead, retain a strong focus on organic food and 

farming.480

Another recurring priority for the Soil Association during the 1960s was its efforts to update 

the research at Haughley and to try, once again, to attract the support of the scientific 

community and its funding bodies. Following a successful, two-year financial appeal running 

from spring 1961 the Haughley research project appeared secure,481 prompting an 

examination of the relevance of ongoing laboratory analysis of samples taken at Haughley. A 

decision was taken to shift analysis away from soil and toward investigation of nutritive 

differences between organic and non-organic food. Feeding experiments and other research 

aimed at discovering whether organically-grown crops and livestock had different, indeed 

superior, nutritional qualities than conventionally-grown foods were to become the focus.482 

479 Healthy Eating – A teaching pack. (South Yorkshire Group of the Soil Association, publication date 
unknown).
480'Michael Allaby recalls turbulent times at the Soil Association' in The Poet of Ecology: A Selection of Writings  
in Memory of Robert Waller, ed Philip Conford (Norroy Press, 2008), pp. 161-167; Reed, Rebels, pp.78, 82-84. 
Waller's assistant, Michael Allaby, would go on to work with Edward Goldsmith to create The Ecologist. The  
Ecologist is one of a substantial list of organic and/or environmental initiatives, organisations and/or 
publications whose conceptions were supported – often financially - by the Soil Association. According to 
Stilwell, the Soil Association had a tradition of giving £200 to new 'sympathetic' organisations to help them 
establish themselves, despite the fact that the Soil Association was often short of funds itself. Stilwell says that 
organic gardening association, HDRA, was one organisation to benefit from this. Private conversation with Fred 
Stilwell, 26/06/07.
481 A “Haughley Research Appeal” insert was included in the April 1961 edition of Mother Earth, after which a 
two-page “Haughley Appeal” ran early in each issue (after basic information about the Soil Association and 
how to become a member) through April 1963.
482At the end of 1962, Soil Association president, the Earl of Bradford, told members gathered for the annual 
general meeting that: "Dr Milton has largely dropped routine chemical analyses of soil and moved on to the 
search for quality in food... Dr Milton has launched out to explore the unknown for us in the nutritive quality of 
food, or, as he put it, to extend the research into possible unknown nutritional factors". Earl of Bradford, 'A 
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In addition, there was renewed effort to engage with mainstream science. In 1961, a visit to 

Haughley by the chief scientific adviser to the Ministry of Agriculture, Professor Sanders, 

prompted the Soil Association to draw up a new memorandum "setting out our case", in 

preparation for requesting funds from large private trusts.483  By 1966, the Soil Association 

was planning a new scientific committee to oversee the Haughley Experiment and this time 

university-affiliated scientists were willing to participate. The Earl of Bradford was jubilant: 

"N.E.R.C [National Environment Research Council]484 has this year agreed to co-operate with 

the Haughley Experiment and to participate in its replanning, through Dr Mellanby, Director 

of the Monks Wood Experimental Station, who is prepared to join our scientific committee 

once it is formed”. Other scientists from University of East Anglia and the universities of 

Bath, Manchester and Bangor were also willing to participate in the Haughley research. “Is 

not this the very co-operation for which we have been working so long?... The Soil 

Association has run into debt, badgered its members, some say beyond reasonable limits, for 

this moment. But here it is. We are about to become airborne".485 Alas, the much-anticipated 

breakthrough in securing funds from recognised and respected grant-making organisations 

was not realised.

Another significant development of the mid-1960s was Eve Balfour's semi-retirement, soon 

after she turned 65 in July 1963. The news was announced to members, by the Earl of 

Bradford, in November:

"Lady Eve Balfour has implemented her threat to retire to half-time work for the 

Association, in order to devote more time to writing and other things. She has ceased to 

live at Haughley and moved to a little cottage by the sea. We are now looking for a 

resident research director at Haughley, who will take over the farm management from 

Lady Eve, and, we hope, build up the expanding Haughley Experiment as it now 

approaches its full research stage... Lady Eve has filled many posts for us – instigator 

(if she won't accept the title of Founder); first president; first full-time secretary; first 

field director-cum-Manager of the Haughley Research Farms; now to become, what? - 

Year's Work', ME, January 1963, p.455. See also Earl of Bradford, 'Another Year's Work', ME, January 1964, 
pp.15-16. See also Earl of Bradford, 'Extracts from President's Speech', Members' Notes, January 1965, p.4.
483Earl of Bradford, 'A Year's Work', ME, January 1963, p.456.
484The National Environment Research Council (NERC) had just been created and initially, it took a more open-
minded view of the Soil Association's arguments and the research being undertaken at Haughley than other 
research councils, not least the Agricultural Research Council. The NERC continues to this day and a brief 
history is offered on its website: www.nerc.ac.uk/about/work/history.asp.
485Mother Earth, July 1966, p.189; Earl of Bradford, 'Prospects at Haughley: President's Speech at the AGM', 
Members' Notes, January 1967, p. 2.
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first half-time field director? We greet her in her new role, and hope that, in spite of 

herself the half-time may be like a lady's half cup of tea: the larger half".486

A lack of clarity about Eve Balfour's reduced contribution lingered for some time and she 

appears to have remained intimately involved in decision making until the appointment, in 

1965, of Douglas Campbell as "resident field director". Formerly director of agriculture in 

Basutoland, where he had been responsible for a 600-acre farm devoted to education and 

research, Campbell's arrival coincided with the return of financial troubles.487 Campbell's 

"one-man report" on the cash crisis, was submitted to the Soil Association at the end of 1965 

and recommended a series of additional, temporary, cost-cutting measures to be implemented 

while new sources of funding were sought. The most controversial recommendation was to 

end the comparatively-expensive laboratory analyses of Haughley soils and crops undertaken 

by Dr Milton.488 Some of the cost-cutting measures were adopted, including a temporary 

curtailing of Mother Earth's pagination, however, laboratory analyses were protected.489 The 

Soil Association's London office was closed and its headquarters moved to Haughley.490 

Throughout 1965 and 1966 Campbell was, effectively, directing not only the Haughley 

Experiment but also the Soil Association, making approaches for financial assistance to 

industry, private trusts, government bodies and universities. Meanwhile, debts were mounting 

and stood, in early 1966, at £16,000 and by the end of the year at "some £20,000".491 In the 

midst of this came news that the estate of the late Earl of Strafford, which had owned the two 

Haughley farms since 1951 and which charged the Soil Association no rent, wished to sell.492 

This proved not to be as calamitous as initially feared thanks to a philanthropic couple, Jack 

and Mary Pye, saving the day. Having made a fortune in speculative building and having an 

interest in nutrition – as well as being supporters of a Steiner school and "a mental home with 

a religious and philosophical background" – the Pyes bought New Bells and Walnut Tree 

farms, gave the Soil Association an interest-free loan with which to pay off its debts, and 

486Earl of Bradford, 'Another Year's Work', ME, January 1964, p. 16.
487'Douglas Campbell OBE, MC, Bsc', ME, October 1965, p.644. Also Lady Eve Balfour, 'To all subscribers to the 
Haughley Experiment and Others', letter sent in 1965 and reprinted in October 1965 edition of Members'  
Notes, pp.1-3.
488Earl of Bradford, 'President's letter and appeal to members on the occasion of the coming-of-age of The Soil 
Association', early 1966 and also inserted in ME, January 1967.
489ME, July 1966, p.189; Earl of Bradford, 'Prospects at Haughley', Members' Notes, January 1967, pp. 1-2.
490 Stilwell, "Outline of the History of the Soil Association", undated, but known to have been written in the 
mid-1980s, p. 3.
491Earl of Bradford, 'President's letter and appeal to members on the occasion of the coming-of-age of The Soil 
Association', early 1966, also inserted in Mother Earth, January 1967; Earl of Bradford, 'Prospects at Haughley', 
Members' Notes, January 1967, p. 2.
492Earl of Bradford, 'Prospects at Haughley'. Members' Notes January 1967. pp. 3-4.
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encouraged the organisation to proceed with a more ambitious animal feeding experiment. 

They also bought nearby 80-acre Haugh farm, with a view to converting it into an organic 

demonstration farm. Finally, a smaller plot of land in the village was purchased and two 

organic market gardens established.493 

The years 1967-1969 were a time when money was not viewed as the organisation's most 

pressing concern. Instead, extending the range of its activities and developing joint ventures 

with research bodies and other funders was a priority. An important step forward during this 

period was publication of the first organic production standards in the autumn of 1967, 

something which had been under discussion for several years.494 With the arrival of the Pyes, 

Eve Balfour's role changed from consultant to honorary life vice president,495 and although 

she was a member of the new scientific committee overseeing the Haughley Experiment, her 

involvement in day-to-day decision making appears to have been limited for most of the 

second half of the 1960s. However, her reticence came to end in 1969, after a review of the 

Haughley Experiment was conducted and changes proposed. The recommended alterations 

were aimed at increasing the differences between the farming methods employed on each of 

the three sections of the research project. This was necessary, argued those who supported the 

changes, because the farming methods used on the two non-organic sections did not reflect 

modern farming techniques as then practised in Britain. They were too close to being farmed 

in an organic manner and as a result did not receive sufficient applications of pesticides and 

inorganic fertilisers. In addition, the arable land was not given over to monoculture cropping 

of the sort then practised by conventional farmers in the area. All of this meant that the 

research was not producing results that reflected the real impacts modern agriculture was 

having on soil, crops and livestock and, thus, the Experiment was failing to highlight 

differences between conventional and organic outcomes. As the Soil Association's president 

explained to members in late 1968, the proposed changes held the promise of producing the 

very results the organisation had been waiting for for so many years, in other words proof 

that modern farming methods were highly damaging, whereas organic methods ensured 

healthy soil, crops and livestock:

493'J A Pye' and 'Editorial: Our New Friends Jack and Mary Pye', ME, July 1967, pp. 432-437. Also ME, April 1968, 
inside back cover but one. Also Earl of Bradford, 'From Lord Bradford's Address to the AGM 1968', ME, April 
1969, p. 337.
494'Standards for Organically Grown Food', ME, October 1967, pp. 537-540.
495ME July 1967, inside front cover.
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"These suggested changes... would bring the land use systems selected for study into 

proper relationship with those in modern farming... This in turn should widen existing 

differences in effects and implications of effects... and thus facilitate the nutrition cycle 

studies. It could also throw a floodlight on many baffling problems concerning soil 

fertility, rising incidence in plant pests and diseases, and health and breeding problems 

among livestock...

... it only requires... these modifications, to reveal and record the impact of modern 

farming on health, and welfare...".496

The Earl of Bradford's explanation was supported by ecologist Dr Kenneth Mellanby, then 

chairman of the Haughley research advisory committee.497 In an interview published in the 

April 1969 edition of Mother Earth, Mellanby emphasised the need to bring the research in 

line with recent developments in conventional farming:

"The Experiment is unique in that for many years there has been a comparison of 

organic, mixed and stockless farming. We are anxious to get the maximum value from 

this....We are all agreed that the organic section should be continued as at present, at 

any rate for at least the next few years.... However, the stockless section is less 

satisfactory. When this was started it was typical of one type of agriculture at that 

period. Since then many farmers have adopted a much more extreme form of 

monoculture, so that the rotation on our stockless section, ... could hardly be said to 

compare with much of present-day East Anglian farming. On the mixed section, 

conditions approach much more nearly to those of many organic farmers than they do 

to conditions on large commercial estates today.

This means that the sort of extreme effects that we expect to find outside Haughley may 

not be thoroughly demonstrated there....

The Committee will have to consider whether it should recommend a less conservative 

policy regarding pesticides on the mixed and stockless sections, so as to make these 

more nearly comparable to the common run of farms. Otherwise our results may be 

misleading... The trouble is that the sections have been farmed too well".498

496Earl of Bradford, 'From Lord Bradford's Address to the AGM 1968', ME, April 1969, p. 337.
497Kenneth Mellanby (1908-1993) was an entomologist whose directorship of Monks Wood Experimental 
Station in Huntingdon, from 1961 to 1974, was instrumental in growing acceptance by mainstream science 
within Britain of ecology as a valid discipline. Mellanby also founded the journal Environmental Pollution.
498'Haughley Research', ME, April 1969, p.335.
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Whether it was the changes proposed to the Haughley Experiment or other ways in which the 

Soil Association appeared to be departing from its past, resistance began to be expressed in 

the letters pages of Mother Earth, in particular about the Soil Association's increasing 

collaboration with orthodox science. Debate began with a long and idiosyncratic letter from 

Frank Jackson of Formentera, Spain, published in the January 1969 edition. In it, Jackson 

accused the Soil Association of charting a course that was fundamentally at odds with the 

organisation's nature: "Let us concede... that such an Association as ours is a 'crank' 

association with the OED definition of that word, ie. 'Not having its axis centrally placed'. Let 

us further agree... that even with our association of individuals .... there are delightful 

numbers of axes such that are the despair of those who seek ever to institutionalise all forms 

of life...”. While Jackson failed to be explicit about what disturbed him, he argued that greater 

apparent success would threaten the Soil Association's organisational 'ecology': “Danger 

could well lie in mistaking an inflated membership as 'progress', when our intent would be 

merely to use their subscriptions to furthering research and thus giving to certain members 

ever more and more 'power and authority'. The 'ecology' of our own group could so easily be 

destroyed...”.499 Jackson's letter proved a catalyst for impassioned discussion and ten letters 

responding to his were published in Mother Earth during 1969, including two from Eve 

Balfour.500 The majority of the letter writers defended the direction in which the Soil 

Association was moving, however, Eve's letters did not: "Cheers, and again cheers for Mr 

Frank Jackson... He has expressed misgivings which I too have felt but which, as a founder 

member of the Soil Association, I could not easily voice – founders of anything tending to be 

regarded as old fogeys by the immediate next generation!"501 

What was the controversy about? As with many internal disputes, it is difficult to specify the 

nature of the disagreement as everyone emphasised different aspects and used different terms. 

However, one obvious area of disagreement was the proposed changes to the Haughley 

research project and the way they seemed to be drawing the Soil Association into a world of 

officially-sanctioned ecological research. Although Eve Balfour did not state her opposition 

to these changes clearly, she appears to have felt that they represented a failure of the Soil 

Association to maintain its role as an iconoclastic body: "...the danger of pioneer societies 

becoming institutionalised is an ever present one.... the only safeguard lies in continually 

499Frank Jackson, 'Correspondence: Institutionalism', ME, January 1969, pp. 299-300.
500Fourteen letters to the editor were published in 1969 editions of Mother Earth and ten of these were 
devoted to discussion about the direction in which the Soil Association and/or the Haughley Experiment were 
heading. Thus, it would appear that this was a significant debate.
501Eve Balfour, 'Correspondence: Institutionalism', ME, April 1969, p. 359.
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taking the next pioneering step forward. The 'cranky' ideas of today are the orthodoxy of 

tomorrow. Our job is never to let orthodoxy quite catch up!"502 Staunch defense of the 

changes being sought for the research at Haughley were expressed by several letter writers 

who did not share Frank Jackson's and Eve Balfour's pessimistic view. Where Eve Balfour 

saw "over enthusiasm for pandering to... orthodox science", others saw welcome progress 

toward scientific credibility. Lawrence E D Knights, a surgeon, wrote to defend efforts being 

made to amend the Haughley Experiment:

"Ecology is a science and science is simply a facing of facts, an uncovering and relating 

of more and more truth. Because science leads to truth, it can only substantiate and 

never destroy faith that is real in experience...

If comment is to be sound, then it must be scientific, that is, soundly based and 

factual....

... the Soil Association demonstrates by controlled experiment, observation and 

informed comment, the truths which, if I read him aright, Mr Jackson feels in his bones. 

But, if these truths are to find acceptance, they must be couched in scientific terms...."503 

Another defender of the changes being sought was Dr G E Breen, chairman of the Soil 

Association's editorial board and someone who had worked alongside Eve Balfour during the 

organisation's earliest days.504 Now, Dr Breen opposed her in no uncertain terms:

"Lady Eve Balfour's notion of a continuous climate of heterodoxy, if refreshing, is 

startlingly reminiscent of Mao Tse... the heterodoxy of today may prove to be the 

orthodoxy of tomorrow, but only too seldom...

... I did not help to found the Soil Association because I scorned science. I did so 

because I believed, in common with the late Sir Albert Howard, that inorganic farming 

was grossly unscientific...

...to me the Soil Association is primarily a scientific body seeking answers to questions 

of fundamental importance to the health of plant, animal and man. If, however... we are 

to be no more than an amiable bunch of cranks (each jealously preserving his own 

502Eve Balfour, 'Correspondence: Institutionalism', ME, April 1969, p. 359.
503Lawrence E D Knights, 'Correspondence: Institutionalism', ME, April 1969, pp. 359-360.
504As discussed earlier in this chapter, Dr Breen participated alongside Eve Balfour in a BBC radio broadcast in 
1952 and remained chair of the editorial board until the end of 1970, after which he stayed on as a member of 
the board.
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eccentricities) why have we been wasting our substance all these years in admirable but 

costly experiment at Haughley?"505

A further change that disturbed Eve Balfour and others was the decision from January 1968 

to drop the name Mother Earth from the Soil Association's quarterly journal, renaming it 

simply Journal of the Soil Association. The name change was part of the organisation's 

aforementioned efforts to attract younger members, and as younger people were felt to be put 

off by the "Mother Earth" moniker it was removed. Dr Breen argued that the decision was a 

wise one: "... many young and scientifically minded people, who fully supported us, were 

embarrassed by the emotional overtones which it conveyed... To arouse the enthusiasm and 

support of the young, without sacrificing our fundamental aims, is surely worth a few 

concessions...".506 Alice Leisenring did not agree: "'Mother Earth' is a rather classical 

expression. The young people who were embarrassed by emotional overtones which it 

conveys were, perhaps, not well informed. Some people are embarrassed by a Greek statue. 

Children from cities were embarrassed at the thought of milking a cow".507

Why Eve Balfour felt so threatened by the changes proposed for the Haughley Experiment is 

not clear. The project's original goal had been to prove the superiority of organic farming and 

here, potentially, was the opportunity to do so. At the very least, the Haughley Experiment 

was being given consideration by scientists of repute who had useful connections to 

academia, policymakers and funding bodies. Perhaps, Eve did not believe that after so many 

years of ostracisation by the scientific community, only minor changes were necessary for a 

reversal in fortunes. She may have suspected that the proposed changes were just the 

beginning and that, before long, the organic section of the experiment would be tampered 

with. This is, essentially, what she felt happened in 1970, when material from outside the 

farm was imported and applied to the organic section.508 This was forbidden under the "closed 

system" principle upon which the organic system was based, and Eve Balfour reacted to the 
505 G E Breen, 'Correspondence: Institutionalism', ME, April 1969, p. 361.
506 G E Breen, 'Correspondence: Institutionalism', ME, April 1969, pp. 360-361. The journal's editor and 
assistant editor, Robert Waller and Michael Allaby, did not like the title Mother Earth, as Allaby recalled: “I ... 
applauded when Bob persuaded the Association to abandon its dreadfully sentimental title in favour of the 
neutral, and more respectable-sounding, Journal of the Soil Association”. 'Michael Allaby recalls turbulent 
times at the Soil  Association' in Poet of Ecology. p. 164. Controversy over the name Mother Earth had erupted 
earlier in the Soil Association's history, including in 1956/1957, when editor Jorian Jenks began his 'Editorial 
Notes' for the January 1957 edition of Mother Earth with a discussion about some members' unease about the 
journal's title: “Is Mother Earth an allegorical figure embodying all that we mean by the living soil, or an 
embarrassing female whom we hesitate to introduce to friends and acquaintances?” Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial 
Notes', ME, January 1957, p. 737.
507 Alice Leisenring, 'Correspondence: Institutionalism', ME, April 1969, p. 421.
508 Colin Fisher, 'The Pye Research Centre', Span, December 1971, p.1.
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news – as well as the unwillingness of those managing the research project to promise it 

would not happen again – by declaring the Haughley Experiment over.509 It is also possible 

that Eve Balfour would have opposed any change to the way the Haughley Experiment was 

run, particularly changes to the 'closed' organic section, because she had come to believe 

there were other factors, beyond those that the Soil Association discussed publicly, at work 

on the site. She may have believed that 'cosmic forces', similar to the sort claimed to be active 

in the garden tended by the Findhorn community in north east Scotland, were also active at 

Haughley. The possibility, and the way it may have influenced Eve and others within the 

early Soil Association is discussed, in chapter four.

Finally, another factor fueling the dispute during 1969 about the direction of the Soil 

Association is likely to have been Eve Balfour's simple discomfort at no longer having 

substantial influence over decision making. Until the mid-1960s, she had almost total control 

over the management of New Bells Farm, which she had bought in 1919. She had founded 

and remained the strongest force governing the Haughley Experiment and, effectively, had 

been the Soil Association's leader from its inception in 1946 until 1965. Suddenly, decisions 

were being made that did not have her stamp of approval. Many organisations' founders find 

it difficult, if not impossible, to relinquish control, even after they have officially handed over 

leadership to others, and Eve Balfour may have been one such founder.

A "new" Soil Association

Anguish over whether to alter the farming methods employed in the Haughley Experiment 

eventually proved irrelevant, since at the beginning of 1971 the Soil Association once again 

faced financial crisis. This time salvation came at a high price. Although funds from Jack and 

Mary Pye's charitable trust had saved the Haughley farms in 1967/68, the rest of the money 

advanced by the Pyes throughout the late 1960s came in the form of loans, not grants. How or 

why debts mounted again during the years 1967-1970 is not clear; however, the Soil 

Association may simply have lived beyond its means, as it had frequently done in the past, 

and may not have made provision for repaying the Pye's loans and other debts. Alternatively, 

the Soil Association may have misunderstood that some of the money provided by the Pyes 

were loans and not gifts, as Reed suggests.510 During these years there may also have been the 

509 See correspondence between Mrs Zipperlin and the Soil Association, beginning 30/05/70 and continuing 
until approximately 14/04/71, SA. Also Dr R F Milton, 'The Haughley Experiment – Some Unsolved Problems, 
Their Significance and Suggested Methods for Investigation' in E B Balfour's, The Living Soil and The Haughley  
Experiment (Universe Books, 1975), pp. 274-281.
510 Reed, Rebels, p.71.
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assumption that substantial funds from scientific research bodies would be secured, but these 

were not forthcoming. An explanation of the latest financial crisis, published by the Soil 

Association in December 1971, states: "In January 1971, the Council examined the finances 

of the Soil Association and the Farms, and it was startlingly clear that the position was very 

serious. Both the Association and the Farms were deeply in debt with no prospect of 

balancing the budgets or meeting the debts". Echoing previous financial crises, this latest one 

appears to have been discovered at an advanced stage, with “overdrafts.. at the limit”, 

“pressing creditors” and “voluntary liquidation” appearing unavoidable.511 Yet a few months 

before the crisis an ambitious new research project for Haughley had been outlined, designed 

to study the nitrate cycle "from soil to plant, including its sources, its usage and ultimate 

disposal".512 As a precursor to this new research project, the July 1970 edition of the Journal  

of the Soil Association had included an unusually-long scientific article, amounting to a 

literature review on the subject and boasting an eight-page bibliography.513

Where previous financial saviours had demanded little in return for their assistance, the 

situation proved different in 1971. The Pyes were willing to help, but not on the Soil 

Association's terms. The Soil Association was in debt to the couple's charitable trust to the 

tune of approximately £25,000,514 with the trust already owning the research farms and now 

proposing to take over responsibility for the Haughley Experiment itself, so severing all 

formal links between the research work and the Soil Association. Some Haughley staff would 

also have to lose their jobs as a result of the Pyes' takeover. The proposal was accepted 

reluctantly: "The future looked grim, until Mr Pye offered to take over the Farms and run 

them as the nucleus of a new research centre”. The Soil Association council was reluctant to 

agree to the Pye proposal, but “recognising the gravity of the financial situation accepted the 

proposal in principle... negotiations had to be carried out from a position of extreme 

weakness”.515 Given that the Pyes were still subsidising the Soil Association and all research 

taking place on the farms “to the tune of £38,000 per annum”, the council's decision to 

transfer the Haughley Experiment to the Pyes in order to avoid bankruptcy is not surprising.
516 In the same issue of the Soil Association's monthly newsletter, Span, in addition to an 

explanation to members about the decision to sacrifice the Haughley Experiment, there was 
511'The Soil Association & Pye Research Centre', Span, December 1971, p.1.
512Robert Waller, Journal of the Soil Association, July 1970, p. 129.
513Harry Walters, 'Nitrate in Soil, Plants and Animals', Journal of the Soil Association, July 1970, pp. 149-170.
514Debts to the Pyes were approximately £25,000. An initial token repayment of £500 was made in 1972. 
Information from the minutes of the 23/01/73 meeting of the Soil Association council, E&MB.
515'The Soil Association & Pye Research Centre', Span, December 1971, p.1.
516'The Soil Association & Pye Research Centre', Span, December 1971, p.1.
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an article about how research would continue under the auspices of the new Pye Research 

Centre. Soil Association members were assured that the aim of the centre was "virtually 

indistinguishable from the objectives laid down in the Memorandum of the Soil Association" 

and that "the future of the three sections is now assured. The integrity of the Organic section 

will be maintained".517 This latter assertion was disputed by Eve Balfour, who believed that 

the import in 1970 of poultry manure to improve the fertility of the organic section had 

already brought the Haughley Experiment, as she conceived of it, to an end.518

By the following year, 1972, a now-depleted Soil Association was planning its future under 

the direction of its new president, Dr Fritz Schumacher, whose presidency coincided with 

publication of his counter-culture bestseller Small is Beautiful.519 The organisation sought to 

reassure members that there was still much to do, despite the loss of Haughley: "Now that the 

Haughley Research Farms are managed by the Pye Trust, the Soil Association can take a new 

look at its policy," wrote Robert Waller, editor of the Journal of the Soil Association in the 

first issue of 1972: "The Association...can concentrate more of its attention upon its 

educational and propaganda work... An immense amount of research is being done...that 

bears on our interests; so that 'research into research' must be one of our principal activities. 

The problems of marketing organic produce and...co-ordinating and publicising the work of 

organic farmers must be another".520 By September 1972, a booklet had been published 

outlining the organisation's future priorities and claiming that the loss of the research farms 

was, perhaps, not such a loss after all: "It is not necessary now to search for scientific proof 

that the ever-increasing use of agro-chemicals, pesticides and herbicides is ecologically 

dangerous, agriculturally unsound, uneconomic in the long term and injurious to health".521 

The implication was that growing public and scientific concern about agri-chemicals meant 

that the Soil Association no longer needed to prove that organic farming was the sounder 

option:

517Colin Fisher, 'The Pye Research Centre', Span, December 1971, p.1. The Pye Research Centre continued to 
have close links with the Soil Association, not least because the Soil Association was a tenant of the Pye 
Research Centre until the mid-1980s, both having offices at Walnut Tree Manor. Updates on research being 
undertaken by the Pye Research Centre continued to be published occasionally in Soil Association publications. 
518See correspondence between Mrs Zipperlin and the Soil Association, beginning 30/05/70 and continuing 
until approximately 14/04/71, SA. Also E B Balfour, “Ending the Experiment” in The Living Soil and the  
Haughley Experiment, pp. 257-263.
519Small is Beautiful was published in 1973 and became an important text for the ecological and back-to-the-
land movement. Schumacher became Soil Association president in 1971, having been a member since 1951. 
Conford, 'Somewhere Quite Different: The Seventies Generation of Organic Activists & their Context' Rural  
History, 19:2 (2008), p.227; Robert Waller, Journal of the Soil Association, January 1971, p. 249.
520Robert Waller, Journal of the Soil Association, January 1972, p.1.
521'The Role of the Soil Association', September 1972, p.1.
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"There is much circumstantial evidence to support the belief that food produced 

organically is nutritionally superior to food produced with the aid of chemicals and it is 

also widely accepted that organic husbandry is ecologically sounder. Thus Council felt 

that the unavoidable loss to the Soil Association of the research potential of Haughley 

Research Farms was not a crippling blow in view of the recognition that organic 

husbandry is now receiving".522

Without the farms to manage, the Soil Association planned to focus attention on: co-

operating with other groups within the ecological movement; improving the marketing of 

organic food; education of Soil Association members; response to technical questions about 

organic husbandry; organising courses for the public; supporting its local groups; fundraising 

and increasing its membership; and "modest scientific research" as well as support for the 

research being conducted by Soil Association members.523 

The period of Schumacher's presidency of the Soil Association, from 1971 until his sudden 

and unexpected death in 1977,524 appears to have been one focused on practicalities: re-

organisation and re-building, a systematic approach to setting priorities, and modest but 

steady progress. Money was tight and a great deal of effort was expended maintaining 

solvency.525 A sustained focus on improving the marketing of organic produce bore some 

fruit, with the Soil Association's now-distinctive, eastern-influenced trademark symbol 

adopted in 1972/73526 and a small team of farm inspectors recruited. In 1973, four organic 

producers were approved by inspectors and given permission to use the Soil Association 

symbol, with a further four awaiting inspection.527 Eve Balfour seems to have felt comfortable 

under Schumacher's presidency and Brigadier Vickers' day-to-day management, and was 

consulted about major decisions. She took an active part in leading courses for the public that 

the Soil Association began to offer in conjunction with Ewell Technical College in Surrey528 

522'The Role of the Soil Association', September 1972, p.2.
523'The Role of the Soil Association', September 1972, pp. 5-9.
524Schumacher died of a heart attack in September 1977, whilst in Switzerland.
525Minutes of council meetings dating from 1972 and 1973 indicate that the Soil Association's financial position 
was being monitored closely by the then highly-efficient general secretary, Brigadier Vickers. The Soil 
Association's publications appear to have become more modest and less frequent during the 1970s and there 
was an increase in membership fees. See minutes of 23/01/73 and 17/10/73 meetings of the Soil Association 
council, E&MB.
526See minutes of the 13/09/72 and 17/10/73 meetings of the Soil Association council, E&MB. 
527See minutes of the 17/10/73 meeting of the Soil Association council, in particular, report by Hugh Coates, 
E&MB.
528In the early 1970s, Ewell Technical College became an important venue for the Soil Association's education 
of the public about organic husbandry. See minutes of 13/09/72 meeting of the Soil Association council and 
Brigadier Vickers' 'Brief for President for Council Meeting', prepared for the 23/01/73 meeting, E&MB.
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and she participated in the establishment of the International Federation of Organic 

Agricultural Movements (Ifoam), an initiative that emerged from the French-based 

organisation, Nature et Progrès, with which the Soil Association had been in communication 

for some years.529 

After Schumacher's sudden death in 1977 Eve Balfour took a more active role than she had 

had since the early 1960s, despite being at the beginning of her eighth decade. By the end of 

the 1970s, the worst of the Soil Association's financial difficulties seemed over, but there 

remained an atmosphere of caution. The organisation's Quarterly Review and other 

publications were more modest than they had been. As co-vice president Angela Bates 

explained to the secretaries of the Soil Association's local groups in April 1979: "This is an 

exciting time for the Association as, after years of hard work our worst financial problems 

have been sorted out, we are on a sound administrative basis, we have the Schumacher 

legacy, and a strong core of lively minded people in the Council and the Policy Committee".
530 Later in her talk, Bates referred directly to the organisation's history of financial crisis: 

"...we must at all costs avoid the pitfall into which the Association has fallen more than once 

before, of undertaking more than we can reasonably hope to complete... we must keep a very 

firm hand on outgoings – however appealing the causes".531 Providing training and advice to 

those who wished to practice organic production continued to be a priority, with courses 

offered at the Shropshire Farm Institute, Wye College and a smallholder training centre532, 

and a technical advisory service in the works.533 As the 1970s drew to a close there seems to 

have been a greater emphasis on helping organic farmers, horticulturalists and smallholders 

529See minutes of the 13/09/72 meeting of the Soil Association council and Brigadier Vickers' 'Brief for 
President for Council Meeting', drawn up for 23/01/73 meeting of the Soil Association council. E&MB. A brief 
note about Ifoam's history is available on its website: www.ifoam.org/about_ifoam/inside_ifoam/history.html
530Angela Bates, 'Soil Association's Special Projects and Concerns: a talk given at the Group Secretaries' 
Conference 1 April 1979', Quarterly Review, June 1979, p. 3. The Schumacher legacy involved the Soil 
Association's receipt, for a limited period, of royalties (or a proportion of royalties) from the sale of Small is  
Beautiful. Full details of the terms and length of the legacy are not known. I am grateful to Philip Conford for 
passing on this information, which he received from Mary Langman.
531Angela Bates, 'Soil Association's Special Projects and Concerns: a talk given at the Group Secretaries' 
Conference 1 April 1979', Quarterly Review, June 1979, p. 5.
532'1979 5-Day Easter Course in Organic Husbandry', Quarterly Review, March 1979, p.11; 'Soil Association 
Smallholders' Training Centre – Short Courses 1979', Quarterly Review, June 1979, p. 20; 'The Soil Association's 
Smallholders' Training Centre', Membership News, March 1979, p.2; '1979 Summer Course in Organic 
Husbandry', Quarterly Review, June 1979, p.11; 'Walford 1979', Quarterly Review, June 1979, p. 27.
533Angela Bates, 'Soil Association's Special Projects and Concerns: a talk given at the Group Secretaries' 
Conference 1 April 1979', Quarterly Review, June 1979, pp. 4-5; 'Staff Vacancies at Haughley: Agricultural 
Officer', Membership News, March 1979, p. 2.
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resolve practical problems, with several pages of each Quarterly Review given over to reports 

from organic producers about recent conditions they had faced on their land.534

Eve Balfour's last stand

The end to Eve Balfour's active involvement in the Soil Association was bitter. After the 

death of Fritz Schumacher in 1977 Eve had once again become more involved in setting the 

direction and priorities of the organisation she had founded. By this time she was 80-odd 

years old. During the mid-1970s, a group of young, idealistic, leftist organic producers joined 

the Soil Association and as the decade drew to a close this group sought greater influence via 

various Soil Association committees and as becoming elected members of its governing 

council.535 At the 1982 annual general meeting Soil Association president Lord O'Hagan and 

two members of council resigned in protest at plans presented by the younger, more 'radical' 

council members. This, in turn, prompted Eve Balfour to resign as honorary life vice 

president.536 Following the meeting, she proceeded with a plan to present a resolution to Soil 

Association members in which they would be asked to vote for or against the council. She 

succeeded in meeting the requirements necessary to force such a resolution, which included 

convincing more than 200 UK-based members to endorse her campaign for an emergency 

general meeting, which took place in autumn 1983.537 

Looking back on the vicious dispute that erupted between Eve Balfour and her supporters and 

the young leftist organic producers and their backers, it is clear that issues of class, politics, 

personality and even differences in how young and old of the day conceived of acceptable 

standards of behaviour, all played a role. From the perspective of the young radicals, the Soil 

Association needed to do two things: to become more pointed and sustained in its criticisms 

of the damage done by conventional agriculture; and to support small organic producers in 

building a viable market for their products. The time had come for the Soil Association to 

develop a more forthright, campaigning voice and to offer more practical, commercial 

assistance to members. Although the Soil Association of the late 1940s and early 1950s had 

534'Farming Observations', Quarterly Review, March 1979 and June 1979, pp.14-16 and 12-16 respectively.
535 Several of these figures remained at the heart of the Soil Association and/or the wider organic movement in 
Britain for many years. Several are today among the movement's elder statesmen. They include Patrick 
Holden, Francis Blake, Peter Segger and Carolyn Wacher.
536Angela Bates and Brian Clarke resigned from the council. Both, particularly Angela Bates, viewed themselves 
as allied with Eve Balfour's perspective on the organisation's priorities and primary activities.
537Eve Balfour employed G T Barnard of the Ipswich-based firm of solicitors Birketts to present her request for 
a vote on her resolution to the Soil Association. See: G T Barnard to Lady Eve Balfour, 22/02/83; G T Barnard to 
F Stilwell, 22/02/83; G T Barnard to H L T Coates, 25/03/83, E&MB. Approximately 267 members were 
signatories to her campaign. See minutes of 21/01/83 meeting of the Soil Association council, pp. 5-6, E&MB. 
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been consistent in its assertion that industrial farming was the wrong approach, Eve Balfour 

and other representatives had generally struck a polite tone. Now, young firebrands were 

attracting media attention by attacking claims made by Britain's conventional farming 

community using a tone and tactics that older members, including Eve Balfour, felt were 

unnecessarily aggressive and 'negative'. For instance, the Soil Association was successful in 

early 1983 in attracting media attention, including television coverage, when it criticised the 

Ministry of Agriculture for its use of the slogan "Naturally British" to promote food produced 

by British farmers. The Soil Association's young idealists argued that British farming wasn't 

'natural' and its products should not be described as such.

The youthful group's desire to see the Soil Association support development of a commercial 

market for organic food was less of an obvious departure from the organisation's past. From 

the mid-1960s onward, efforts to disseminate practical information about organic farming 

techniques through courses at various technical colleges had been a priority and at various 

points in its early history the Soil Association had been involved in efforts to sell organic 

food. There is occasional reference in Mother Earth during the 1950s to the sale of organic 

produce via Soil Association market stalls and a few local groups actively supported and 

promoted stalls run by producers of organic bread and produce.538 In 1959/60, the Soil 

Association played an instrumental role in the establishment of one of London's first 

wholefood shops. Called Wholefood and located in Baker Street, the links between this retail 

venture and the Soil Association were extensive, not least because the Soil Association 

secretary, Donald Wilson, became Wholefood's first manager. In the April 1959 edition of 

Mother Earth, Wilson wrote what his wife later recalled as a “challenging article” about the 

need to create a permanent outlet for growing demand for organically-grown food. Entitled 

“Marketing Organically-Grown Food: A time for action”, Wilson's article proved successful 

in convincing the Soil Association's to support the establishment of Wholefood.539 Also, for a 

time during the late 1960s, when the Pyes were providing financial support, there was a stall 

in Haughley Green selling the Soil Association's organic produce direct to the public.540

538 The Leicester and Rutland local SA group was particularly focused on promoting development of a 
consumer market for organic produce. In a 30-page pamphlet published in May 1963 designed to promote the 
Soil Association there is a photograph of a wholefood and organic market stall run by a member of the 
Leicester & Rutland local group (“Introduction to the Soil Association”, May 1963, p. 19)
539Enid Wilson's unpublished memoir provides considerable detail about the origins of Wholefood, its links to 
the Soil Association, and the related establishment of the Organic Food Society. The shop opened in July 1960 
and traded for many years. See Wilson, 'Memoir', pp.93-97.
540Private conversation with Edna and Fred Stilwell, 26/06/07.
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While it is easy in retrospect to identify continuity between the Soil Association's previous 

efforts to develop an organic food market and the strategy sought by its fiery young members 

of the late 1970s/ early 1980s, Eve Balfour could not see any common ground. Instead, she 

saw a mortal threat to the organisation she had founded and decided to defend her vision via 

constitutional means. Eve Balfour accused the Soil Association council, which included 

several of the young radicals, of having "departed from our registered 'Objects of 

Association'" and of "heading the Association in a new direction. Moreover, it is doing so, 

very aggressively, and without consulting its membership".541 The accusation that the Soil 

Association was no longer adhering to its stated objectives and had departed from them 

without seeking permission from its members was, potentially, a strong argument. By shifting 

focus toward developing a consumer market for organic food and toward campaigning 

vigorously against conventional agriculture, the Soil Association was vulnerable to the charge 

that it was no longer fulfilling its stated objectives: organic market development did not 

easily fit within the Soil Association's three objectives, and campaigning could be interpreted 

as political activity and, thus, forbidden for a charity. Unchanged since 1946, the Soil 

Association's official raison d'être was:

1. To bring together all those working for a fuller understanding of the vital relationships 

between soil, plant, animal and man

2. To initiate, co-ordinate and assist research in this field

3. To collect and distribute the knowledge gained so as to create a body of informed 

public opinion.542

Behind the constitutional aspect of the dispute there lay, from Eve's perspective, fundamental 

issues. One of her charges was that the Soil Association was in the process of abandoning its 

commitment to "wholeness in favour of sectional interests".543 This appears to have been an 

argument against the plan to prioritise development of a consumer market for organic food. 

This was wrong, argued Eve, because the Soil Association's role should be to act as a parental 

or umbrella organisation, binding the whole organic movement together, and as a result it 

must refrain from devoting too much energy to any one aspect of the movement:

541Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association in 1982: Reflections by Eve Balfour', p.3. This was an unpublished, draft 
version of the resolution eventually put to members in autumn 1983, undated, probably written at the end of 
1982 or early 1983, E&MB.
542These objectives were published in many issues of the Soil Association's first journal Mother Earth and in 
many other publications and documents.
543Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association in 1982: Reflections by Eve Balfour', p.3, E&MB.
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"The Soil Association has, directly or indirectly, given birth to a number of admirable 

offspring whose task it is to concentrate on a particular aspect of the whole – I think of 

The McCarrison Society, Wholefood of Baker Street, Organic Farmers and Growers, 

The Henry Doubleday Research Association and others, including specialising regional 

groups of the Soil Association. The parent body should co-operate with and assist all 

such (both materially and as a kind of 'think tank'), but if it is to remain true to its 

origins, it must not itself abandon wholeness in favour of sectional interests".544

By focusing on building a consumer market for organic food, the Soil Association was 

allowing itself to be weakened through "fragmentation" and "influenced by commercialism", 

which would lead to "a near irresistible temptation within the leadership to bend principles to 

suit self-interest".545 Eve Balfour was suspicious that some members of the councils were 

hoping to gain financially from any success the Soil Association might have in stimulating 

demand for organic foods: "The aim of those who have taken over control appears to be to 

develop the Association primarily as a consumer group, in order – or so it would seem – to 

stimulate demand for their own products".546 This is not what the Soil Association had been 

created for and the organisation's integrity was at stake: "An honest and objective search for 

truth precludes self-interest. To win respect, this kind of integrity (like justice) must not only 

motivate the leadership, but must be seen to do so".547 Eve Balfour argued that trust in the 

Soil Association was "disappearing", as was its commitment to the "service ethic" and its 

"awareness of the spiritual law that giving has to precede receiving".548

Eve Balfour also insisted that the council had adopted an approach that was philosophically, 

indeed spiritually, in opposition to the manner in which the Soil Association had previously 

fulfilled its purpose. In the speech she gave introducing her resolution at the 1983 emergency 

general meeting, she argued that the Soil Association's newly-assertive campaigning tone was 

spiritually and/or philosophically flawed:

"The founders of the Soil Association established a society of seekers after truth 

concerning nature's laws of life (as manifested in the operation of biological balance in 

a healthy environment)...

544Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association in 1982: Reflections by Eve Balfour', p.3, E&MB.
545Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association in 1982: Reflections by Eve Balfour', p.3, E&MB.
546Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association in 1982: Reflections by Eve Balfour', p.3, E&MB.
547Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association in 1982: Reflections by Eve Balfour', p.4, E&MB.
548Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association in 1982: Reflections by Eve Balfour', p.4, E&MB.
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This showed in all our publications as well as our activities. Both were, for example, 

Pro-humus rather than Anti-chemical – Pro the living soil ... and thus Pro biological 

balance rather than Anti control by biocides – Pro nature cure rather than Anti drug 

therapy – Pro belief in a divine plan, and the fundamental spiritual nature of the work 

we were trying to do, rather than anti-materialist, and so on....

By inference, ... to be PRO such living forces implies being against their opposites, but 

there is all the difference in the world, in the effect on human thinking and behaviour 

induced by the Pro approach, and that of the Anti one. The latter tends to produce 

fragmentation, aggressiveness and self-satisfaction

Far too many of the commentaries and articles in the last three issues of the Quarterly  

Review have shown this Anti tendency. So frequently they have been attacks against 

something or some one – with a few notable exceptions, the old humility and the wish 

to teach by example rather than dogmatism seems to have disappeared...

Only the Pro attitude to life helps towards an understanding of 'wholeness' which used 

to be our goal".549

Moves to mount a vocal campaign against conventional agriculture (discussed above) were 

an example of this unwise "anti" approach: "I can see no useful purpose in the attack on the 

Ministry over its use of the word 'naturally' in 'Naturally British',550 and as for that poster 

...circulated in the April Review, I was told... it meant 'Kick out the Chemicals'... – the Pro 

attitude would have been to stress the benefits to health of whole and fresh food, rather than 

concentrate on the harmfulness of additives and subtractions".551

Another factor that contributed to Eve Balfour's attempt to overthrow the council was an 

apparent personality clash between her and at least one youthful member of the council, Peter 

Segger,552 and her anger at the way Soil Association staff had been treated by some of the 

young council members: "Rumours get around – it is difficult to trust a body whose 

directors... are capable of treating Staff as the Soil Association senior Staff have been 

549Eve Balfour, 'AGM Speech to Propose Resolution', undated, but probably autumn 1983, pp. 1-2, E&MB.
550The Soil Association had recently publicly criticised the Ministry of Agriculture for its use of the slogan 
"Naturally British" to promote the food produced by British farming, arguing that British farming wasn't 
'natural'.
551Eve Balfour, 'AGM Speech to Propose Resolution', p. 2, E&MB
552Segger was impatient for progress to be made on several fronts and was unlikely to have been deferential to 
Eve Balfour on account of either her age or her social position. Conford refers to there having been elements 
of “class warfare” in the ill feelings between Segger and Balfour. Conford, 'Somewhere Quite Different', p.219.
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treated".553 In its rebuttal to Eve Balfour's resolution, the council argued that "there was a very 

clear clash of personalities between certain individuals on the two sides, which resulted in 

allegations against some members of the present Council of 'power-seeking', and, in the 

leaflet, of the pursuit of sectional interests, commercialism, and betrayal of Soil Association 

ideals, etc".554 While there is little evidence available detailing the nature of any personality 

clashes and/or bad behaviour, it would seem that not all members of the younger generation 

were willing to show Eve and other older members the deference to which they felt entitled 

and had become accustomed. By the late 1970s and early 1980s, the title “Lady” did not 

automatically elicit respect from, let alone forelock pulling by, young leftists.

In advance of the emergency general meeting, the council defended itself against Eve's 

accusations, sending a letter to all members in June 1983. It argued that the Soil Association 

had been failing "to embrace the burgeoning new spirit which has been surging through the 

organic, environmental and alternative health movements over the last few years" and that 

this failure had "caused our central position within the organic movement to have been 

eroded and our influence outside it to have become nonexistent".555 Council members who 

had resigned in 1982 had not been willing to confront the need for the Soil Association to 

move with the times: "The present Council have [sic] accepted the need for a new approach... 

Our task is outward-looking". Those who were opposed to the new developments did not 

really want to see the organic movement grow, the council argued, quoting from a letter 

written by the two council members who had resigned to make its point: "We believe that the 

Association has a role similar to that of a religious or scientific body whose meetings would 

resemble retreats or the debates of learned societies". The youthful group now seeking to lead 

the Soil Association did not have any time for the notion that the organisation should seek to 

act as a religious or scientific “learned” society.556 If anything, it should seek to follow the 

lead of new environmental organisations that had emerged during the 1970s and that were 

using direct action as a means of attracting media attention and members, such as Greenpeace 

and Friends of the Earth.

It is difficult, if not impossible, to interpret adequately all aspects of this dispute. The 

distinction that Eve Balfour felt to be so striking between the 'old' Soil Association and its 
553Eve Balfour, 'The Soil Association in 1982: Reflections by Eve Balfour', p.4, E&MB.
554'Letter From Council To All Members', June 1983, E&MB.
555Ibid. Several new organisations were established in the later 1970s and early 1980s to serve the needs of 
organic producers, partially in response to the Soil Association's unwillingness to alter its priorities to focus 
more on producers. These included the Organic Growers Association and British Organic Farmers.
556 Letter From Council To All Members', June 1983, E&MB.
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new incarnation may have seemed a subtle one for many members asked to cast their votes. 

Writing to Eve Balfour after her resolution had been distributed to members but before the 

vote took place, Langman said that those "with little or no knowledge of the background" to 

it "were bewildered and made unhappy", adding that the resolution could be read as an 

attempt to "exclude the pursuit of practical applications" from the Soil Association's range of 

activities. Langman told Eve Balfour that "you are radically misinterpreting what the young 

group on the Council are trying to do" and that "when you say that sectional interests are 

being pushed, or the Association's horizons narrowed, it is you, it seems to me, who are 

seeing things that are not there".557 Although Eve Balfour's resolution was defeated, it 

attracted enough votes to give the council pause for thought. Relations between the Soil 

Association's leaders and Eve Balfour remained somewhat fragile for the rest of Eve's life, 

however, she did not engage in public rowing and may quietly have come to admire some of 

their achievements.558 In her final years, Eve Balfour was held up by the Soil Association and 

others within the organic movement as its wise sage. She acquiesced in this, thereby 

supporting efforts to present the movement as one with both a pedigree and a history.

557Mary Langman to Eve Balfour, 07/09/83, E&MB.
558 Brander suggests that Eve's condemnation of the tactics of the new, young leaders of the Soil Association 
mellowed as the 1980s wore on and they achieved some success. Brander, Eve Balfour, pp. 221-224.
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Illustration 4: Title page of autobiography of 'Veronica', featuring introduction by  
Eve Balfour
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Chapter 4 – Eve Balfour, The Soil Association, Science and Religion

In this final chapter I step away from the chronological approach of the previous three 

chapters in order to consider the influence of unconventional, specifically, New Age religious 

belief on Eve Balfour's views and actions as an organic campaigner and on the nature of the 

early Soil Association. I confront the “muck and mystery” tag that became associated with 

the post-war organic movement in Britain, asking what it really meant at the time. The result 

is a new interpretation of Eve Balfour's contribution and a new perspective on the socio-

cultural significance of the early Soil Association, acknowledging the influence of New Age 

religious thought and practice. I begin by briefly discussing the conclusions of three writers 

whose recent work has advanced historical understanding of New Age religion, focusing in 

particular on their conclusions about its origins and the timing of its emergence in Britain. 

Next, I explore Eve Balfour's personal religious beliefs, presenting evidence of these, and 

discussing how they correspond to the major themes of New Age religious thought. This 

leads to a discussion of the nature of the early Soil Association and whether it can be 

described as a quasi-religious organisation. Next, the complex response of the early Soil 

Association to orthodox science is explored and linked to the British organic movement's 

reputation for peddling “muck and mystery”. What this term meant and how it may have 

damaged the Soil Association's public image is assessed.

Ironically, the term “muck and mystery”, or sometimes “muck and magic”, is thought to have 

been coined by one of the early organic movement's most significant figures, Albert Howard. 

Both Clunies-Ross and Reed refer to Howard as the originator of the phrase, which he used to 

dismiss Steinerite biodynamic techniques as scientifically invalid.559 As this chapter will 

explore, the phrase was, in turn, adopted by orthodox scientists who used it as idiomatic 

shorthand with which to denigrate all organic claims, including Howard's own 'scientific' 

method of composting, not simply the overtly dissident concepts and practices of biodynamic 

agriculture. 

The emergence of New Age religion in Britain

Over the last two decades, several historians of New Age religion have traced its origins and 

have, in general terms, agreed with each other about the intellectual roots of many New Age 

ideas. The work of Wouter J Hanegraaff reaches furthest back, presenting an historical 

analysis of the intellectual origins of New Age religion that begins with the Platonic 'great 
559Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', p. 126; Reed, Rebels, pp. 43-44.
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chain of being' and extending through Renaissance esotericism, Reformation spiritualism, 

Romantic organicism and nineteenth century occultism.560 While Hanegraaff identifies 

historical connections between New Age religion of the late twentieth century and much 

earlier, Western European mystical traditions, his argument is not one of a simple, 

unchanging thread of 'perennial' thought through the centuries. Instead, he emphasises how 

ideas evolved over time, arguing that by the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there was a 

multiplicity of sources that fed the development of New Age thought, including many “new 

religious movements” and philosophical/ psychological frameworks. Steven Sutcliffe and 

Paul Heelas also focus on the diversity of sources that led to the emergence of New Age 

religion, citing amongst others: Spiritualism, Theosophy and Anthroposophy, 

Swedonborgianism, Jungian psychology, the “work” of Gurdjieff, the religious ideas of Alice 

Bailey, and Mary Baker Eddy's Christian Science.561 These three historians have built on the 

writings of others who have considered the wider Western esoteric tradition, including J 

Gordon Melton and Antoine Faivre,562 collectively creating a picture of a fluid and diffuse set 

of New Age religious ideas that were largely the product of Judeo-Christian cultures of 

Western Europe and North America.563

There is less agreement about how to categorise New Age religion. Is it a veritable new 

religion, a social movement or something looser and less coherent? Hanegraaff argues that 

continuing evolution of New Age ideas and practice may, in time, result in a new major 

world religion, however, New Age religion's late twentieth century expression cannot be 

described as such. Instead, he points to the existence during the first half of the twentieth 

century of small New Age groups, arguing that they prove the existence of a small-scale 

religion that quietly grew into a broader New Age movement, which flowered from the late 

1970s onward. This movement was “characterized by a popular criticism of western culture 

expressed in terms of a secularized esotericism”.564 Heelas also speaks of a New Age 
560Wouter J Hanegraaff, 'Chapter 14: A historical framework' and 'Chapter 15: The mirror of secular thought' in 
New Age Religion and Western Culture: Esotericism in the mirror of secular thought (E J Brill, 1996), pp. 385-
513.
561Paul Heelas, 'Chapter 2: Developments' in The New Age Movement (Blackwell, 1996), pp. 41-73; Steven 
Sutcliffe, Children of the New Age: A history of spiritual practices (Routledge, 2003), pp. 35-54.
562J Gordon Melton is an American religious scholar whose work includes Perspectives on the New Age (1992).  
Antoine Faivre is a French scholar of esotericism, whose work includes two key texts translated into English: 
Access to Western Esotericism (1994) and Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition: Studies in Western Esotericism  
(2000).
563Despite New Age religion's apparent fondness for Eastern ideas and symbols, there is consensus amongst 
historians that Eastern religions had less direct input into the development of New Age religious concepts than 
is popularly assumed. European esoteric and occult traditions were, instead, the primary sources of New Age 
religion, especially as practised in Europe prior to the 1980s.
564Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, pp.521-522.
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movement, which he characterises as a “highly optimistic, celebratory, utopian and spiritual 

form of humanism”.565 Sutcliffe disagrees, arguing that there was no New Age movement in 

Britain in the late twentieth century, but rather a “diffuse collectivity of questing individuals”.
566 He sees New Age religion as a “harbinger” of a wider shift in contemporary religion 

toward “small group practice and a discourse on 'spirituality'”.567

There is agreement that New Age religion began to be practised in parts of Europe and North 

America on a small scale during the first half of the twentieth century, only coming into 

public view from the late 1970s onward. Hanegraaff states that “Western secularised 

esotericism” was ready to develop into New Age religion from about 1900, with various 

proto-New Age groups evident during the late 1940s and 1950s.568 Heelas states that “by the 

1920s much of the repertoire of the current New Age was in evidence”, with the decades 

running up to the 1960s a “period of consolidation [with] teachings already set in motion... 

becoming more elaborated”.569 Sutcliffe notes that the term “New Age” was in use from the 

late 1930s and that specific New Age groups and social networks were active in Britain 

during the mid-century period, probably involving just a few thousand individuals.570

Eve Balfour's religious belief & the post-war emergence of New Age religion

Religious belief was of enormous importance to Eve Balfour throughout the period during 

which she promoted organic food and farming. There is extensive evidence that she thought 

carefully about her religious beliefs, that they were unconventional, and that they had a 

bearing on how she interpreted events and came to decisions, not least events and decisions 

relating to the Soil Association. There is also considerable evidence that Eve's religious 

perspective had much in common with the beliefs of other members of the early Soil 

Association, many of whom either specifically shared some of her unconventional beliefs 

and/or subscribed to heterodox religious movements, such as Spiritualism, Christian Science 

and Rudolf Steiner's religion, Anthroposophy. In this section, I outline the main themes of 

Eve Balfour's religiosity and discuss how these are representative of what has come to be 

viewed by historians as a twentieth-century flowering of New Age religion. I provide 

examples of the way New Age religion influenced Eve Balfour's organic campaigning, 

565Heelas, New Age Movement, p.28
566Sutcliffe, Children, p. 223. 
567Sutcliffe, Children, p.5.
568Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, pp. 96, 517 
569Heelas, New Age Movement, p.48. 
570Sutcliffe, Children, pp. 3, 96-96
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including her determination to protect the farm-based experiment at Haughley, and I identify 

instances when Eve Balfour mentioned or alluded to her beliefs in Soil Association 

publications.

Although Eve Balfour grew up in a Spiritualist family and accepted, throughout her life, the 

fundamental Spiritualist belief in the possibility and, indeed, the meaningfulness of 

communication between the living and the dead, she cannot be described simply as a follower 

of 'classic' Spiritualism. Evidence clearly points to her having developed, as an adult, a 

broader, more complex and more fluid set of religious beliefs. It is not clear exactly when 

religion took on a significant role in Eve Balfour's life, as there is less documentary evidence 

from the inter war years than for the post war period. As discussed in chapter one, Spiritualist 

concepts and occult interests were a part of Eve Balfour's early adulthood in the 1920s and 

1930s, with evidence of Eve's sister Mary acting as a trance medium during seances 

organised by the youthful residents of New Bells Farm, experiments with Ouija boards, and 

at least two instances of Eve believing herself to have been in communication with a spirit of 

the deceased. What is clear is that during the second half of Eve Balfour's life – the post-war 

years – religious belief played a highly significant and, at times, possibly a dominant role. It 

was during this period that her religious worldview appears to have evolved into something 

that incorporated, yet took her beyond, the confines of classic Spiritualism571 and into the 

realm of New Age religion.

By the time Eve was in her 50s, her religious worldview had matured. These were also the 

years when she was at the height of her career as an organic campaigner. Seven themes 

emerge as being of central importance to Eve's religious belief, however, it must be stressed 

that these, even considered together, may not represent a complete picture of her faith.572 The 

significant themes of Eve Balfour's religious belief appear to have been:

571Although Eve's religious worldview evolved beyond the classic Spiritualism of her childhood she viewed her 
beliefs as incorporating the Spiritualism of her upbringing, rather than contradicting it or rejecting it. There is 
no evidence to suggest that Eve ever felt the need to reject her parents' religion and, most likely, chose to 
adopt a syncretic approach, as was typical of New Age believers. For discussion regarding Spiritualism's 
contribution to and links with New Age religion, see Hanegraaff (pp.374-377, 435-441) and Sutcliffe (pp.36-41, 
85).
572Although Eve discussed her beliefs with friends and family, and attempted several times to communicate 
them in a clear and succinct manner to those whom she felt might not understand them easily, she is not 
known to have ever written a comprehensive or methodical summary of her beliefs.
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- That there is a supreme intelligence or creative energy that possesses a cosmic plan. 

Humanity and the natural world are part of this creative energy and all human and non-

human behaviour and actions contribute to the unfolding of the cosmic plan.

- All of the world's major religions and all of the ways in which people experience this 

supreme intelligence/ creative energy/ God are valid because, at root, they arise from the 

same impulse and are fundamentally seeking the same thing, which is the unfolding of the 

cosmic plan and the dawning of a New Age.

- Every one of us has an eternal, spiritual self. Our material/ physical bodies are “lower” than 

our “higher” spiritual selves and are temporary vehicles, assisting in the evolution of our 

higher, spiritual selves. Each person is at a different stage of spiritual evolution. The ultimate 

goal is for all humans to evolve beyond their “lower” selves, and thus leave behind material 

existence, thereby achieving “wholeness”. Life on the material/ physical plane of existence is 

about learning spiritual lessons and trying to transcend the lower/ outer physical self.

- Our spiritual selves simultaneously live and have lived on multiple planes of existence/ 

consciousness. Communication between different planes of existence is possible and is, 

generally, to be encouraged.

- A New Age will dawn when humans have become more fully conscious of, and have 

evolved beyond, their “lower/outer selves” and into their “higher/ inner selves”.

- Because our spiritual lives represent the 'true' arena of human evolution, our thoughts and 

ideas have real power and can influence events on the material plane. Positive thinking and 

other methods of thought control/ shaping are of great significance and assist in an 

individual's spiritual development and in the unfolding of the cosmic plan.

- Disease and ill-health are not simply a physical/ material reality. They have a spiritual 

meaning and are often caused by spiritual problems. Thus, non-physical, spiritual forms of 

healing have an important role to play in preventing and curing disease. Health is the ultimate 

goal and is an outward sign of spiritual “wholeness”.

A creative energy with a cosmic plan

Eve Balfour believed that the lives of individuals, humanity and the earth as a whole are 

guided by a supreme force or creative energy, something Christians refer to as God. Writing 

in the early 1950s, Eve described life as the result of “directed energy of Creative Mind in 
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action”.573 In the 1960s, she referred to “the life-giving force of all creation – Divine Love”.574 

This force or energy is associated with a cosmic plan for the world, a plan in which each of us 

plays a part whether we are conscious of doing so or not. Although a cosmic plan exists, so 

does individual free-will – individuals have choices and through their choices they work for 

or against their, and humanity's, spiritual evolution. Eve Balfour made one of her clearest 

expressions of this belief in a letter to a Soil Association member who appears to have wished 

for the organisation to be presented to the world as an avowedly Christian organisation. Eve's 

response included the following:

“I must reply, like the late Prof Joad, 'it depends what you mean by' religion – my 

definition may be very different to yours.

To me it means recognising the spiritual basis of everything that is. I believe spirit to be 

the only reality, that it is the substance out of which all that exists is created. Thus what 

we call the material world is a physical manifestation of spirit, a kind of 'precipitation' 

of it. I believe that the all pervading creative force which has fashioned everything is 

LOVE, and I believe that a divine plan for the planet in general and each one of us in 

particular is being worked out, and that our purpose here is to learn first how to become 

channels through which that force can be transmitted and finally to become conscious 

agents of it.

All the great spiritual teachers of the world have been such God-centred conscious 

agents of the spirit”.575

Eve's understanding of God as an abstract source of energy or intelligence or love has striking 

similarities with the New Age religious conception of God, as summarised by Hanegraff. In 

Hanegraaff's examination of the network of belief underpinning late twentieth century New 

Age religion, he describes the characteristics of the New Age god:

“The New Age view of God is:

573Eve Balfour, '9,600 Miles', p.108.
574Eve Balfour, 'Introduction' in Co-operation between workers on different planes of consciousness by Veronica 
(Ilfracombe: Arthur H Stockwell, publication date unknown, probably mid-1960s), p.16.
575Undated and incomplete extract of a letter written by Eve Balfour to an unknown member of the Soil 
Association, probably late 1960s or 1970s. It is not clear whether this letter was completed and/or sent, 
E&MB. At times, Eve used the conventional term, God, to describe what in this letter she refers to as “the all 
pervading creative force”.
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1. strongly holistic, in the sense that it is God's oneness which ensures the 

enduring integrity of the universe...

2. this universal integrating essence is often described as Mind. God is seen as 

the superconscious Mind of the universe

3. God is the energy which keeps the universe alive and whole

4. God is also referred to as the Life Force

5. the essence of this life force is creativity

6. Finally, the creative, intelligent life energy is often associated with Love. 

[Love] is an action or an attitude... a force or energy: the 'cosmic glue' that holds the 

universe together”.576

Spiritual selves & multiple planes of existence

Eve Balfour had a strong conviction that each of us has an eternal spiritual self whose 

evolution toward “wholeness” is the purpose of our being and whose actions – sometimes 

achieved through our 'lower', material selves – contribute to the cosmic plan. Another 

important concept for Eve was the idea that our individual spiritual selves have existed and 

continue to exist on multiple planes of existence. In a letter to her brother written in the early 

1960s, Eve sought to explain these aspects of her religious worldview:

“I believe that as indestructible spiritual beings, we have lived actively on many planes, 

and will continue to do so; that whatever wavelength, or rate of vibration, we happen to 

be operating on, we build ourselves bodies suitable to those conditions, both for 

protection, and to use as our instrument.

Here on Earth, I believe our physical bodies and brains are intended to be the 

instrument of our minds and that our minds are inseparable from our spirits... I believe 

that the purpose of our individual existence is to gather experience into the pool of 

spirit, and to evolve until we are fully self-conscious, recognising and fully aware of the 

divinity within us and identifying our 'I' with it, so that we can use our instrument as 

our tool... instead of having it largely control us...”577

576Hanegraff, New Age Religion, pp. 186-187.
577Eve Balfour to Robert “Ral” Balfour, undated letter, probably written 1960-1962, E&MB. Hanegraaff refers to 
the phrase “higher level of vibration” as one used by New Age believers to describe the attainment of a more 
advanced state of spiritual development. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, p.117.
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Extensive correspondence between Eve and her sister Mary during the 1960s and 1970s 

includes references to transcripts of spirit messages one or both of them had recently read. 

These transcripts were distributed, with some secrecy, by networks of New Age believers to 

which one or both of the sisters belonged.578 These messages were presented as having been 

received from entities 'living' on different planes of existence and recorded by humans acting 

as mediums or 'channels'. Some of these messages were from spirits of the dead and, thus, 

represent a Spiritualist-style form of communication. However, Eve and Mary also read 

transcripts of messages received from entities/ spirits other than the dead, which could be 

described as non-human or beyond-human entities. Mary's letters to Eve during the 1960s 

and 1970s are filled with references to spirit messages. For example, in June 1968, Mary 

wrote: “So glad you were gripped by the Borup messages”, and in a letter written the 

following month, Mary says: “So glad you are getting the Gildas messages from Ruth Bell. 

Like you, I like them the 'best of the lot'”.579 Eve Balfour's personal belief in the authenticity 

of many such messages cannot be doubted, since in the 1960s she contributed the 

introduction to a book written by “Veronica”, which was a pseudonym for an English 

medium.580 Entitled Co-operation between workers on different planes of consciousness, the 

book includes an autobiographical account describing how “Veronica” became a medium, 

followed by transcripts of messages she received from two entities called “The Grey Master” 

and “Septimus”. The Grey Master and Septimus were part of a group of spirits/ entities 

known as the “Power House Masters”. Eve Balfour is identified as “the author of The Living 

Soil”, presumably, on the assumption that the success of The Living Soil would lend 

credibility to Veronica's account.581 In her seven-page introduction to Co-operation, Eve 

Balfour argues that science is in the midst of proving the validity of many seemingly 

unscientific, spiritual beliefs: “We have now arrived at the exciting stage in human 

development when science is almost daily producing confirmatory evidence of truths 

previously known only in the fields of revealed wisdom or inherited memory”.582 She adds: 

“Possibly the world will always contain die-hard materialists; the new situation is that they 

can no longer call on science in support of their views. The doctrine that reality is confined to 

578In his exploration of New Age religion in Britain, Sutcliffe draws attention to the significance of such 
messages circulated by small groups during this period: “an important body of evidence [of early New Age 
religion] lies in correspondence, newsletters and mailing lists”. Sutcliffe, Children, p.19.
579Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 28/06/68 and 12/07/68, E&MB.
580It is possible – though I am speculating - that “Veronica” was Liebie Pugh, a former Spiritualist medium who, 
in the 1960s, evolved into the charismatic leader of a New Age group called the Universal Link, of which both 
Eve and Mary Balfour were members. See Sutcliffe, Children, pp.87-89.
581Veronica, Co-operation, see title page.
582Eve Balfour, Co-operation. p. 18.
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those things which can be seen, felt, measured or weighed is no longer scientifically tenable”
583.

Hanegraaff identifies communication with “discarnate 'entities'” as a significant feature of 

New Age religion. Referring to the practice of communicating with such entities as 

“channelling”, he argues that “there can be no doubt about its central importance in the 

genesis of New Age religion. Many of the fundamental New Age beliefs... have first been 

formulated in channelled messages....”. Describing the entities whose messages are received 

by human channels, Hanegraaff says they are “believed to represent a level of wisdom or 

insight superior to that of most humans (although [the entity] is not necessarily or even 

usually regarded as all-knowing and infallible)”.584 The purpose of communication between 

humans and discarnate entities is, essentially, educational: these messages convey 'higher' 

wisdom and are designed to assist recipients in making spiritual progress, but they are not 

direct statements from the supreme life force.

Spiritual development toward 'wholeness' & the coming of the New Age

Another important element of Eve Balfour’s religious belief was the concept of humanity 

being engaged in a gradual evolutionary process that will take it toward a higher state of 

spiritual development. Describing this to her agnostic brother Ral, Eve expressed her 

conviction that “the Kingdom of God on Earth” will be achieved through humanity's spiritual 

transformation:

“I believe that the ultimate development of a race of fully conscious God/Man is the 

purpose of human evolution and that when the majority of mankind has so evolved we 

shall have the Kingdom of God on Earth...

I believe that each existence, whatever plane it is on, is a school where certain spiritual 

lessons have to be learnt, lessons that take us one step further in this evolutionary 

process...”.585

583Eve Balfour. Co-operation. p. 19.
584Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, pp. 23, 27, 24.
585Eve Balfour to Robert “Ral” Balfour, undated letter, probably 1960-1962, E&MB. James Webb in The Occult  
Establishment discusses Theosophy's “complex doctrine” of spiritual evolution through successive 'races'. 
Theosophy was a significant influence on New Age religion. James Webb, The Occult Establishment (Richard 
Drew Publishing, 1981), p.18. In addition, Eve's aunt, Emily Lutyens (née Lytton), wife of Edwin Lutyens, was a 
committed Theosophist and it is likely that Eve was aware of some of its primary ideas.
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According to Eve, each individual is engaged, often unconsciously, in an evolutionary 

journey away from his/her lower, 'outer' or physical self and toward his/her higher or 'inner', 

spiritual self. This journey takes place over many earthly lifetimes or incarnations. Once 

again, it was in a letter to her brother, who did not share her views, that Eve described her 

belief in human spiritual evolution most clearly:

“... I believe we all live simultaneously on two levels – an inner spiritual (ie. eternal or 

cosmic) level, and a material, outer and transient level. When these two levels are 

perfectly integrated we see perfect man (as in the human who was one with the cosmic 

Christ). Probably the majority of people are totally unaware of the inner level. To them 

the outer level is all, and the other is thought of, if at all, as something belonging only 

to an after life state. The next evolutionary stage, which many of us have now reached 

is, I feel, to know intellectually that we are dualities and that the inner level is the most 

important. But we still act sometimes on one level and sometimes on the other, but 

without necessarily being aware of which is dominant (awareness is yet a further stage 

on). All the senses are duplicated on both levels. There is the outer physical ear, eye, 

voice, etc., and the inner ear, eye and voice. When people have E.S.P gifts and see and 

hear non-material things it is not the physical ear, eye they sense them with, but it 

seems to the beholder or hearer that it is. (Ask any clairvoyant)”.586

This description correlates strongly with conclusions reached by historians about earlier 

beliefs that underpin New Age religion. B J Gibbons notes the long tradition in Western 

occultist thought of the concept of two selves: “... the occult mystics posit the existence of 

two selves, a transcendental self of freedom grounded in the godhead and an empirical self 

fettered to the world. For those who were touched by the occult philosophy it seemed clear 

that man also had two bodies, a material and a spiritual one...”.587 As Hanegraaff explains, for 

New Age believers “all intelligent entities... are engaged in a process of spiritual evolution” 

and “the great goal of existence is for human beings to become fully conscious 'co-creators' 

with God'”. Viewed from a New Age perspective, life is a forum for a soul/spirit's education: 

“The world is essentially regarded as a domain for learning and growth, and the troubles 

associated with it must be approached as tasks,” explains Hanegraaff. He adds: “New Age 

authors tell us that we are here to learn lessons which cannot be learned otherwise, and once 

586Eve Balfour to Robert “Ral” Balfour, 27/10/60. E&MB.
587B J Gibbons, Spirituality and the Occult: From the Renaissance to the modern age (Routledge, 2001), p.56.
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we have learned them we will be free to leave the school and pass on to a higher level of 

development”.588

It is possible that Eve Balfour - and/or others - may have come to view herself as more 

spiritually evolved than many or most others. Indeed, she and/or her supporters may have 

viewed her very position as a leader within the organic movement as indicative of a higher 

level of spiritual awareness. A reference in Mary Langman's unpublished account of Eve's 

life about needing a “minder” to protect her from adoring fans is noteworthy. Referring to 

Eve Balfour's high profile within the organic movement, even after her retirement, Langman 

writes: “...[Eve] still possessed an iconic status for many members, such that a 'minder' was 

needed at the Attingham conferences to 'hold back the crowds who ringed forward to speak to 

and touch Eve – even kissing her hand to her utter dismay'”.589 Hanegraaff suggests that New 

Age believers can develop a sense that their individual life has a highly-significant purpose: 

“...it is not unusual to find the belief that the late twentieth century is a time in which many 

souls are incarnating with the specific intention of helping to bring in the New Age”.590

Historians of New Age religion agree that there were two conceptions of the “New Age” 

discussed in the mid-late twentieth century in Europe and North America. The first was to be 

a literal event, in which a new form of existence on earth would dawn, generally preceded by 

a destructive but cleansing apocalypse. This conception of the New Age has strong links to 

Christian ideas about the second coming of Christ and the Day of Judgement. The 

movement’s second conception of the New Age was less dramatic and foresaw a 

psychological/ spiritual shift or realignment within humanity, which was expected to take 

place globally but gradually. In most cases, this latter conception of the New Age did not 

include a destructive apocalypse. The first, more literal and apocalyptic vision of the New 

588Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, pp. 123, 124, 116, 117, 211.
589Langman/Dowding, 'Chapter 14: Tribulations and the Phoenix Years' in 'Life of Eve Balfour', p.1. Langman 
attributes this information as having come from Judy Muskett. The conferences held at Attingham Park in the 
1950s and 1960s were hosted by New Age religious guru Sir George Trevelyan and are discussed later in this 
chapter; they included both Soil Association annual meetings and more overtly spiritually-focused gatherings. 
Trevelyan had a significant influence on Eve Balfour's spiritual development and he is discussed later in this 
chapter. For the moment, it is relevant to mention that Trevelyan's biographer, Frances Farrer, suggests 
Trevelyan may have viewed his aristocratic heritage as a sign of higher evolutionary status and/or as an 
indication that he had a special role/ responsibility to play in promoting human spiritual development. Farrer 
explains: “To try to sum up George's personal ethos in a paragraph or even a book is to risk a ridiculous 
simplification. Something about the continuity of pure aristocracy is important... Sir George Trevelyan 
understood the events and circumstances of his life and birth to be significant in the working out of the deeds 
of his aristocratic family and in turn for the fate of England itself”. Frances Farrer, Sir George Trevelyan and the  
New Spiritual Awakening (Floris Books, 2002), pp. 175-176. Whether Eve Balfour felt her aristocratic heritage 
was a reflection of a higher evolutionary state or a special spiritual role is not known. 
590Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, p.352.
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Age was often subscribed to by small New Age groups and networks active in Britain during 

the 1950s and 1960s, including some with which Eve Balfour had connections such as Liebie 

Pugh's Universal Link and Anthony Brooke's and Monica Parrish's Universal Foundation.591 

Sutcliffe describes these post-war New Age groups as bracing themselves for imminent 

destruction, with debate focusing on what would prove to be the “trigger” for this apocalyptic 

but ultimately beneficial shift to a New Age: “Nuclear holocaust, earthquake, flood and fire, 

spacecraft, the Masters, the Christ: which of these will trigger the real New Age?” Sutcliffe 

contends that for many of these small New Age groups during the 1950s and into the 1960s 

“there is an important basic agreement that the New Age is a real historical event that has yet 

to come to pass. The points at issue are... what kind of event it will be, when it will come, 

whose guidance is the most authoritative, and what should be done by way of spiritual 

preparation”.592 By the 1970s, the New Age was increasingly viewed in a less literal fashion, 

especially by younger and North American New Age believers. Sutcliffe describes the 

change in thinking: “In this revised scenario 'New Age' is uncoupled from its traditional role 

as an emblem of post-apocalyptic utopia – the shape of things to come after the 'cleansing' 

forces of catastrophe – and envisioned as the process of averting or at least minimising such 

disasters before they even strike”. He adds: “... the apocalypse is no longer the destruction of 

the planet at a fixed point in time, but the death of the insensitive, rationalist ego in an 

ongoing process of human growth”.593.

It is not possible to specify how Eve Balfour imagined the New Age or exactly how she 

believed it would come about. Indeed, she appears not to have used the phrase “New Age”, 

although she refers to a “new world”.594 It is likely that Eve's views on the exact nature and 

means of arrival of the New Age were not fixed, however, there is no doubt that she believed 

humanity was undergoing a process of spiritual development leading toward some type of 

significant change that would manifest physically as well as on other planes of existence. A 

large proportion of the volumes of correspondence between Eve and Mary Balfour during the 

1960s represent a dialogue in which the two sisters expressed their latest thoughts about the 

591For Liebie Pugh and Universal Link see: Sutcliffe, Children, pp. 27, 87-89. For Anthony Brooke and Universal 
Foundation see: Sutcliffe, Children, pp. 26-27, 89-91.
592Sutcliffe, Children, pp. 99-100. For Hanegraaff's discussion on varying conceptions of the New Age, see: 
Hanegraaff, 'Chapter 5: New Age in a Restricted and in a General Sense' and 'Chapter 12: The New Age' in New 
Age Religion, pp. 94-112, 331-356.
593Sutcliffe, Children, pp. 101-102.
594E B Balfour, The Living Soil, pp. 194, 195. Hanegraaff addresses the issue of some New Agers not using the 
term or, indeed, rejecting it. He argues that followers of Rudolf Steiner's Anthroposophy and other religions 
consistently viewed by outsiders as “New Age” can be classed as part of the New Age movement despite their 
avowed rejection of the term. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, pp.9-10.
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New Age, the spirit messages they had been reading, and various New Age religious 

practices they were engaged in. Both appear to have remained open minded to new and, at 

times, seemingly-contradictory ideas about the nature and timing of the dawn of the New 

Age, and they seemed reluctant to commit definitively to a specific or detailed vision.595 This 

open-ended flexibility is itself typical of the New Age approach, as Sutcliffe and Hanegraaff 

both note.596 As an example, in a 1967 letter to Eve, Mary discusses various theories without 

firmly committing to any. She also acknowledges, cheerfully, differences in opinion between 

her and her sister on the issue:

“I understand very well your feeling these wonderful things surely can't happen in our 

life time. But I have thought rather differently after reading (during my study of Rudolf 

Steiner's writings) his lectures delivered in 1910 on 'The true meaning of the Second 

Coming'... I like to think we shall see something of these exciting things, and pray that 

we may not be utterly flumoxed [sic] by it all!...

Honestly I can't see the H.P's [Higher Powers] manufacturing a blackout. If there is one 

– and well might be, like the one in New York last year – it will be the result of some 

too-too clever human technology...”.597

Although Eve may, at times, have believed that a catastrophic, cleansing apocalypse was on 

the horizon, which would prepare the way for the New Age, as some believed, it is also 

important to note the optimism of much of her writing about the future. As an organic 

campaigner, Eve generally struck an inspiring tone in print, seeking to galvanise others into 

action in order to prevent the worst effects of industrial agriculture. This optimism may imply 

that Eve tended toward believing in a gradual, relatively-gentle dawn to the New Age. As an 

example, an optimistic tone pervades the introduction Eve wrote for the book by spiritual 

channel, 'Veronica'. In it, she argues for a “spiritual revival” with no hint of violence or 

destruction:
595Unfortunately, only Mary's side of this correspondence appears to have survived. Eve's papers, as held by 
Evelyn and Michael Brander (E&MB), include hundreds of letters written by Mary to Eve during the 1960s, 
when the two sisters lived far from each other. In her letters, Mary frequently refers to ongoing speculations 
and discussions about religious matters. It is clear that this was not a one-sided conversation in which Mary 
explored unconventional religious issues of interest to her with Eve simply humouring her. Mary frequently 
refers to statements Eve has made in her letters (to which I have not had access; they do not seemed to have 
survived) about her own New Age practices, beliefs, books she has read, etc. This, combined with the strong 
New Age content of Eve's letters to her brother (discussed in this chapter) and other of Eve's writings, some of 
which were published (such as the introduction to “Veronica's” autobiography) make it obvious that Eve's 
religious belief was, though not identical to Mary's, similar and similarly deeply felt.
596Sutcliffe, Children, p.205; Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, p.15.
597Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 10/12/67, E&MB.
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“The whole of the stresses and strains, the anxieties and fears, the cruelties and 

misunderstandings, which characterize the modern world have their origin in spiritual, 

not material, conflict... Only a spiritual revival can save us from the mire in which we 

have become bogged down. Those who are alive to this truth, and they are multiplying 

daily, will be immeasurably helped and strengthened by this book. For in it, in the 

simple language of all great truth, the eternal verities are restated in such a way that we 

may find herein the answers to our own personal problems”.598

Health & Healing

An interest in health and healing was one of the dominant themes of Eve Balfour's life. This 

is noticeable even without delving into her personal papers and correspondence: it is clear 

from The Living Soil alone and other published writings that Eve's belief in the superiority of 

organic agriculture was based on her conviction that such a method of farming was the key to 

“a standard of health and a power of resisting disease and infection... greatly in advance of 

anything ordinarily found in this country; such health as we have almost forgotten should be 

our natural state...599 As discussed in chapter one, long before she encountered ideas about 

organic agriculture Eve was interested in 'alternative' ideas about health. These included a 

belief in the health-giving properties of fresh air and, thus, the benefits of sleeping out-of-

doors. Indeed, Eve Balfour's adult life can be viewed as having involved an ongoing search 

for the secret to near-perfect health, with her commitment to organic food and farming part of 

a wider quest for health and 'wholeness' and representing the 'solution' to which she dedicated 

herself most publicly and for the greatest number of years.

Eve’s belief in the spiritual basis of life and its influence over the material world encouraged 

a New Age conception of disease and ill-health as linked to and/or representative of spiritual 

disorder. If the body and material existence are but temporary, physical manifestations of 

eternal spirit,600 then the meaning of illness and disease has its source in the spiritual world, or 

at least has a spiritual dimension. Nutritionally-superior organic food is part of the solution, 

but so is spiritual awareness, without which 'wholeness' cannot be achieved. Indeed, a 

person’s ability to recognise that organic agriculture produces nutritionally-superior food and, 

598Eve Balfour, Co-operation, p. 16. Similarly, in the final pages of The Living Soil, Eve envisages a spiritual 
awakening that transforms society. In contrast, Eve's and Mary's older sister, Eleanor “Nell” Cole, had a much 
more apocalyptic vision of the future and was involved in Moral Rearmament.
599Eve Balfour, The Living Soil, p.21
600In The Living Soil, Eve Balfour refers to the human body as “the earthly habitat of man's spirit”. Eve Balfour, 
The Living Soil, p.13.
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thus, is something to be supported, could be viewed as a sign of higher spiritual development. 

The quest for near-perfect health is one of the key themes of twentieth century New Age 

religion, with superior health viewed as humanity's natural state. Linked to the notion that 

humans are 'naturally' healthy comes the New Age argument that sound physical health is a 

sign of spiritual health:

“Many New Age believers would emphasize that their aim is not the elimination of 

suffering, but the promotion of health... The official approach [to medicine], according 

to a New Age perspective, betrays the hidden conviction that disease is a natural 

phenomenon. Perfect health is therefore an essentially unnatural condition which must 

be wrested from nature... The New Age movement... strongly tends towards the view 

that illness is a disruption of the balance of nature. Not disease, but health is the natural 

state of the world and of living beings”.601

In contrast to secular, conventional medicine, which views illness and disease as purely 

physical phenomena, New Age religion insists on attributing meaning to illness. Hanegraaff 

describes the significance of illness within a New Age context: “... everyone is personally 

responsible for 'creating' his/her illness or, alternatively, for creating health. The individual is 

challenged to find the deeper meaning of his/her illness and ... to use it as an instrument for 

learning and inner growth...”602. Similarly, Sutcliffe describes the New Age tendency to 

attribute meaning to health and illness: “...illness is 'no random event' but a 'lesson', a 'sign 

that body and mind are not being used properly'. Ill-health has moral significance: it can even 

be a fruitful teacher...”.603 Just as the quest for health or “wholeness” can be seen as a 

dominant theme of Eve Balfour's life, the same can be said of the importance accorded health 

within New Age religion. According to Paul Heelas “... the entire New Age has to do with 

'healing': healing the earth...; healing the dis-eases of the capitalistic workplace...; healing the 

person...; and healing disease (bodily disorders) and/or illness...”. The spiritual nature of 

healing is paramount within New Age religious thinking: “The spiritual realm is intrinsically 

healing. Healing comes from within, from one's own bodility-as-spirituality/ energy; from 

one's own experience of the natural order as a whole...”.604

601Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, p.46.
602Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, p.54
603Sutcliffe, Children, p.177.
604Paul Heelas, New Age, pp.81-82.
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Eve Balfour's personal papers and correspondence provide a large amount of documentary 

evidence indicating that she had a great and wide-ranging interest in unconventional forms of 

healing, including spiritual and occult methods. For Eve, healing physical illness often 

involved the use of spiritual ‘medicine’. One of the most striking examples of Eve's 

willingness to believe in 'alternative' methods of healing is the dialogue she and her sister 

Mary had about a psychic surgeon called Dr Lang. Mary introduced Eve to the story of Dr 

Lang in May 1966:

“Now must very briefly get you up to date with my – what shall we call it? - Higher 

level news. ....Apparently there is in this country now a Dr Lang who died in 1950 who 

is functioning again as both a physician and surgeon on the Astral level through a 

medium who was just an ordinary builder chap who has now given up his building craft 

and trade and simply exists for Dr Lang... Surgery is performed without any incision, 

but with astral tools, which materialise in the hands of the Builder! A friend of 

George's, and also a close associate of the Universal Link group – Barry Miron – has 

had a highly successful cinus [sic] op performed astrally by Dr Lang”.605

Later the same year, Mary told Eve she was reading a book about Dr Lang and the surgery he 

performs “through a medium who was a Fireman (not a Builder as I remembered)”.606 Mary's 

understanding of how Dr Lang's surgery 'worked' was clearly influenced by Spiritualist 

notions of a dimension/ plane of consciousness populated by spirits of the dead:

“I don't attempt to explain it, except to suggest that Lang was (or does) work from very 

near this dense world – from the world often referred to as the 'desire world' where we 

have what we desire. Lang seems to have longed passionately to continue his work for 

humans and had been allowed to do so using methods that are implyed [sic] on the 

Astral plane... The fact that he and a few others seem to be so functioning also lends 

colour to the idea that the 'veil is thinning' between here and over there”.607

605Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 05/66, exact date unknown, E&MB. “George” is Sir George Trevelyan, while 
Mary's casual reference to Liebie Pugh's New Age network, Universal Link, is a reminder that both she and Eve 
were probably members, receiving its spirit messages and other material and feeling themselves part of a 
community of spiritual seekers. Psychic surgery formed part of New Age practise in Britain during this period, 
according to Sutcliffe, who states that “amateur healers flourished” and citing “a self-styled psychic surgeon”. 
Sutcliffe, Children, p. 37. A reminder of how common belief in spiritual and psychic healing may have been in 
mid-twentieth century Britain comes from the 27/11/43 edition of Cavalcade (p.13), which featured a review 
of a new book called The Gift of Healing by Arthur Keith-Desmond (Psychic Press). It told the tale of psychic 
healing by a young man from Leeds called W H Lilley. The review included: “Lilley performs his diagnoses in 
séance, and claims to be guided by an Indian doctor who died in 1914”.
606Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 11/11/66, E&MB.
607Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 25/02/67, E&MB.
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By early 1967, Eve had suggested that Mary seek Dr Lang's help for the deafness she was 

experiencing in what had been her 'good' ear. Mary was initially reluctant,608 but by June 

1967, Mary seems to have agreed to see or correspond with Dr Lang and by the end of the 

month was receiving distant healing from him609 and, seemingly, making good progress: 

“...Dr Lang reports that the distant healing is going well and that, in fact, I am quite 

responsive to spirit healing”.610

Eve Balfour's openness to spiritual and/or occult forms of healing is also demonstrated by her 

interest in “psionic medicine”. Several copies of a pamphlet about psionic medicine are 

amongst her personal papers and a 1967 letter written by Mary refers to Eve's interest in this 

type of healing.611 The pamphlet was produced by “The Psionic Medicine Society”, whose 

president was George Laurence, a chiropractor and alternative health practitioner who treated 

Eve. The society’s vice president was Eve's friend and founder member of the Soil 

Association, Aubrey T Westlake, a retired physician who had a Quaker background and 

interests that included the “open-air movement”, radiesthesia, dowsing, and the economic and 

608Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 25/02/67, E&MB.
609Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 04/06/67, E&MB.
610Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 21/06/67, E&MB. This was not Mary's only attempt to resolve her deafness 
through spiritual/ occult healing. Just a few months before asking Dr Lang to help her, she had paid a spiritual 
healer called Harry Edwards to use his powers – once again, at a distance – to improve her hearing. To Eve, she 
wrote: “I have a v nice letter from H.E and a very excellent and sound article reprinted from one of his books 
about deafness. It is impossible to know whether he and his helpers are helping me or whether it is just Nature 
plus what the doctor is doing”. Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 03/01/67, E&MB. A fortnight later, Mary was 
reporting progress: “It may only be wishful thinking, but ever since I heard from H Edwards that perforated 
drums are sometimes healed over by spiritual healing I have longed for something to happen like that to my 
Right ear. I remember once trying to hear my Radio with that and tho' there was some some hearing (I could 
tell if the thing was switched on or not) I could get nothing else. So I have been practising a little every day 
since H.E started treating me. Quite soon I could tell whether it was music or speaking but for a time that was 
the best I could do. But last night listening to the Horn Concerto in Music to Remember I could hear the horn 
most clearly, tho' the background orchestra was very faint. I even got some words when the Introducer spoke. 
I can't help feeling excited about this”. Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 7/01/67, E&MB. Two days later, Mary 
wrote to her sister with even better news: “...I am very excited about my R ear which I have thought for 
umpteen years was dead as [illegible word]. It is coming back to life!!!! I now hear as well with it as with the 
other. I admit that that's saying very little, for you would still think me stone deaf”. Mary Balfour to Eve 
Balfour, 19/01/67, E&MB. From Mary's perspective, the apparent reawakening of her right ear was a result of 
the spiritual healing provided by Harry Edwards: “The quickening has all come in the last 4 days. It must be H 
Edwards' help. How far it will go remains to be seen. But I shall never again feel that ear is dead... All very 
mysterious and exciting” Ibid. However, a few weeks on, Mary admitted that improvements have come to an 
end: “It is impossible to say whether Harry Edwards has helped me. I like to think so but have no proof. I am 
feeling very well which is cheering, but the hearing has not improved further for the last fortnight” Mary 
Balfour to Eve Balfour, 11/02/67, E&MB.
611Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 17/05/67, E&MB.
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political arguments of the social credit movement.612 Describing the principles of psionic 

medicine, the pamphlet states:

“To establish the cause or causes of disease or symptoms it is necessary not only to 

determine the effects of the outer environment on the patient but, even more important, 

to discover the state of the inner vital forces which give rise to and maintain the life 

processes of the individual concerned. For it is in disturbances in the balance of these 

vital energies, often inherited as a result of serious disease in forbears and sometimes as 

a result of acquired illnesses, that the roots of so much chronic illness can be found”.613

The pamphlet is vague in its description of the techniques used in psionic medicine, although 

they seemed to involve something referred to as “medical dowsing”: “With the development 

of precise techniques directed towards cause rather than effect, Psionic Medicine has placed 

the practice of medical dowsing upon a firm scientific basis,” the pamphlet asserts.614

A continual search for spiritual truth & the practical use of religion through positive thinking

Just as it would be unwise to assume that the ideas discussed in this chapter offer a complete 

picture of Eve Balfour's religious belief, so too would it be unwise to assume that Eve 

612A photo and biographical note about Aubrey Westlake was published in the July 1961 edition of Mother  
Earth (p. 682). Westlake gave more than one lecture at Attingham Park conferences during the 1960s, 
including at the Soil Association's March 1962 conference at which he spoke on the subject “What Do We 
Mean By Organic, and What Is 'Life Energy'? 'Attingham Park Conference 1962', ME, July 1962, pp. 252-253. In 
December 1968, Westlake spoke at a non-Soil Association conference held at Attingham Park dedicated to the 
subject of “Human Nourishment”. The lecture, entitled “Give Us This Day Our Daily Bread”, included a 
discussion of the history of the Soil Association and the research at Haughley. Also of note, a good friend of Eve 
Balfour's, Mary de Bunsen, describes in her 1960 memoir an unsuccessful attempt by a healer practising 
radiesthesia to treat her heart condition. De Bunsen names neither the friend who suggested she try this 
unconventional treatment, nor the healer who visits her and fails to resolve her problem. It is speculation on 
my part, but nevertheless a possibility, that de Bunsen is referring to Eve Balfour and Aubrey Westlake: “One 
day a friend said 'Have you heard of Radiesthesia?' I had heard of Radiesthesia and was sceptical but 
interested. It seems an established fact that each animate or inanimate object, including the human body and 
its organs, emits a characteristic radiation, of a nature not yet understood... There are practitioners who claim 
to be sensitive to these radiations and by 'tuning-in' to them to diagnose and treat disease, both on the spot 
and at a distance, with or without the aid of apparatus. ... “He explained about the etheric body – a sort of 
projection of the material one - and the astral body, apparently on a more spiritual plane. I gathered there 
were just a few knots in my etheric body, which could easily be untied. The ominous words 'wrong thinking' 
cropped up again. 'Whose wrong thinking?' I said. 'The doctors say it's organic and congenital.'” De Bunsen, 
Mount Up, pp. 185-187.
613'Psionic Medicine' (The Psionic Medical Society, date unknown, possibly mid-1960s).
614Ibid. It is likely that Eve received psionic medical treatment in addition to more conventional methods of 
treatment from George Laurence. Amongst her papers are three x-rays of her head and neck, taken in 1959 at 
a clinic, probably Laurence's. In the late 1960s, Eve also received treatment from Laurence. In a letter to Eve 
Laurence wrote about two swabs, one of which showed signs of infection: He seems to allude to some type of 
diagnostic method involving blind testing and/or secrecy: “I should add that Mrs L did her test when [I] was out 
of the room and she had no idea whether or not I had found anything in either [swab]”. Dr Geo Laurence to 
Eve Balfour, 26/12/69, E&MB.
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Balfour's religious worldview was static or rigidly organised. All available evidence suggests 

otherwise; that Eve's approach was one of continual searching for new ways of understanding 

the meaning of life and her place in the world/ universe and that she incorporated new ideas 

into her existing framework of belief. This is typical of New Age religious belief of the 

period, as discussed by Hanegraaff and Sutcliffe. Hanegraaff emphasises the “holistic and 

syncretistic” approach taken by New Age followers as being the foundation for the diversity 

and fluidity of their belief.615 Similarly, Sutcliffe draws attention to the spiritual flexibility of 

New Age “seekers” and the emphasis they place on continual inquisitiveness: “Closure is 

spurned: practice remains open and mutable. This is... useful in times of rapid cultural 

'turnover'... allowing new ideas and practices to be slipped into the mix as and when they 

become available”.616 Eve Balfour's religious beliefs are best viewed similarly – as deeply 

held and of practical use in her daily, material life, yet simultaneously eclectic, open ended 

and prone to revision. Just as an eclectic, open-ended, inquisitive approach to religious truth 

is evident from correspondence during the 1960s with her sister Mary, so a similar flexibility 

is also suggested by the diversity of ideas to be found amongst papers/ documents Eve left 

behind.617 These include pamphlets and articles about a myriad of spiritual and scientific 

theories, including: the possibility that unidentified flying objects (UFOs) from other parts of 

the universe were making contact with humanity618; that new photographic techniques were 

capable of recording people's 'auras'619; and that plants respond emotionally to stimuli.620 A 

615Hanegraaff quotes Colin Campbell and his characterisation of the behaviour of those involved in a “cultic 
milieu”: “... they display a marked tolerance and receptivity towards each others' beliefs which, although partly 
stemming from... common concern with liberty of belief and resistance to any suggestion of dogmaticism, also 
receives a great stimulus from the presence of the mystical tradition. Since this tradition emphasises that the 
single ideal of unity with the divine can be attained by a diversity of paths it tends to be ecumenical, super-
ecclesiastic, syncretistic and tolerant in outlook”. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, p.15.
616Sutcliffe, Children, pp. 205.
617Eve destroyed a considerable amount of personal material before her death, according to Brander. He 
implies that she did so in order to protect her privacy. This may indicate that the papers that remain represent 
only a fraction of the religiously-related material she, at one time, may have held.
618Amongst Eve Balfour's papers are four pamphlets published by The Universal Foundation in the late 1960s or 
early 1970s. Eve was a member or subscriber to The Universal Foundation and, knew its leaders, Anthony 
Brooke and Monica Parrish. The titles of the pamphlets are: 'The Problem and the Answer', 'Towards a 
Civilisation of Man', 'Some Implications of the Space Ships and the Space Command', and 'Light on the Cosmic 
Plan'.
619Amongst Eve Balfour's papers is a typewritten document entitled 'Memorandum by F A Haughton-Bentley 
on the outcome of an agreed series of tests, observed by Mr Stephens during his visit to the Delawarr 
Laboratories, Oxford, 29th September to 1 October 1954'. These tests involved an attempt to photograph “the 
fundamental ray” or aura.
620Amongst Eve Balfour's papers is an article from an American magazine, National Wildlife, about polygraph 
tests on plants, which suggested that “plants feel apprehension, fear, pleasure and relief”. In addition, Eve's 
papers include a scientific-style article by Cleve Backster, published in the International Journal of  
Parapsychology, entitled 'Evidence of a Primary Perception in Plant Life'.
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willingness to give serious consideration to the seemingly implausible seems to have been 

Eve Balfour's modus operandi.

Further testament to Eve's interest in religious and spiritual ideas that lay outside mainstream 

Christian belief comes from her collection of lecture programmes and transcripts from short 

courses held during the 1960s and 1970s at Attingham Park adult educational college. During 

this period, Attingham Park was run by Eve's personal friend and Soil Association member 

Sir George Trevelyan (1906-1996). Trevelyan has been identified by several historians of 

New Age religion as one of the most significant figures in the New Age movement in Britain. 

Hanegraaff refers to and quotes extensively from Trevelyan's work, which include books 

entitled A Vision of the Aquarian Age and Operation Redemption: A vision of hope in an age 

of turmoil.621 He suggests that Trevelyan is a “typical 'New Age' author” and that “the subject 

of his books is the 'immensely broad movement of spiritual awakening that characterizes our 

age', and which will usher in a new civilization of peace, love and light”. Hanegraaff adds 

that Trevelyan was clearly influenced, as many New Age thinkers were, by Theosophical 

and, especially, Anthroposophical concepts as well as by “English Romantic idealism”.622 

Sutcliffe also acknowledges the eclecticism of Trevelyan's ideas: “like most of the 

personalities in the early genealogy of 'New Age”, Trevelyan's spirituality was eclectic, 

syncretic and proactive and cannot easily be aligned with any one current or tradition”. This 

fluidity of thought did not undermine his stature within British New Age circles and Sutcliffe 

refers to Peter Caddy's pronouncement that Trevelyan was the “father of the New Age in 

Britain”, also citing Michael Perry's assertion that Trevelyan was “more influential than any 

other single person in the UK”.623

From the late 1940s through the beginning of the 1970s, Trevelyan's wardenship of 

Attingham Park allowed him to regularly bring together those interested in unconventional 

spiritual and religious ideas, as Farrer describes in his biography of Trevelyan.624 Sutcliffe 

also views Trevelyan's period at Attingham as having been highly effective in drawing 

together New Age 'seekers': “Throughout the 1950s and 1960s [Trevelyan] quietly promoted 

621Other books by Trevelyan include Magic Casements: The use of poetry in the expanding of consciousness,  
The Active Eye in Architecture, A Tent in Which to Pass a Summer Night (co-authored with Belle Gaunt), and 
Twelve Seats at the Round Table (co-authored with Ted Matchett). A collection of Trevelyan's articles and 
lectures are available on www.sirgeorgetrevelyan.org.uk, including 'The Cosmic Christ in the New Age', 'The 
Emergence of the New Humanity' and 'Stewards of the Planet'.
622Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, pp. 105-106.
623Sutcliffe is referring to Michael Perry's assessment of the New Age movement as presented in Gods Within:  
A critical guide to the New Age (SPCK, 1992); Sutcliffe, Children, p.80.
624Farrer, 'Chapter 4: Attingham: Teaching and learning' in Sir George Trevelyan, pp. 71-108.
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a strain of alternative spirituality in Attingham's curriculum... Trevelyan kept what he called 

'the significant mailing list' – 1,000 or so names – in addition to the standard Attingham 

mailing list, to whom the courses in alternative spirituality were advertised”.625 The New Age 

nature of some of the Attingham Park events organised by Trevelyan is demonstrated by the 

titles of short course programmes and lecture transcripts that Eve kept amongst her private 

papers. These included: 'Power of the Spirit', 'The Alignment of Mind and Spirit', 'Human 

Nourishment', 'Youth and the New Age of Spiritual Awakening', 'The Conquest of Fear', 

'Take Courage', 'The Quest for the Grail', 'The Second Coming is Here', 'Psycho-Synthesis – 

the Vision of Wholeness' and 'Rudolf Steiner: A Scientist of the Human Spirit'.626

New Age thinking & Eve Balfour's organic campaigning

Evidence suggests that New Age religious beliefs played a significant role in Eve Balfour’s 

professional life and any consideration of her career as an organic campaigner must 

incorporate religious belief as a factor in her decision making. Religious belief offered Eve 

Balfour moral and emotional sustenance and confidence during periods when financial or 

management difficulties threatened the future of the Soil Association and/or the farm-based 

research at Haughley. Like many religious believers, Eve's determination to succeed against 

the odds was bolstered by a conviction that her actions were 'right' and that she was being 

watched over, protected and guided by “higher powers”. Just as significantly, New Age 

beliefs provided a framework for interpreting and ascribing meaning to events and changes 

occurring within the organisation. Rather than facing a series of meaningless obstacles and 

challenges in her efforts to promote the organic cause, New Age belief offered Eve a way of 

infusing events – and the unpredictable actions of individuals – with meaning. Everything 

that happened and everything that people around her did was part of the unfolding of the 

cosmic plan. Once again, it is letters written by Eve's sister Mary that demonstrate the role 

played by religion in Eve's professional life. As an example, throughout 1966 the Soil 

Association was desperate to secure funds necessary to continue the Haughley research and 

to pay its new director of research, Douglas Campbell, the salary that had been promised him. 

On New Year's Day, Mary responded to a letter of Eve's in which Eve had expressed an 

interest in a “thought form practice” purported to assist people in getting what they wanted. 

625Sutcliffe, Children, pp. 81-83.
626Whether Eve attended all of the courses and lectures for which she had transcripts is not known. It is highly 
likely that she attended some of these as a speaker. She also visited Attingham for the Soil Association's annual 
conference, which was held there throughout the 1950s and 1960s.
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Mary dismissed this technique as “White Magic”, and therefore an ill-advised practice, but 

went on to assure her sister that all would be well:

“So – what I shall try to do – inexperienced thinker that I am – is to do everything I can 

to contact these Higher Beings who (I am positive) are actively trying and wanting to 

help you and your courageous backers, and my thought form shall be a calm belief that 

a channel is clear in you and these backers through which these Higher Beings can 

direct you. Seeing this thought form I shall feel assured that on your side at least there 

will be no loss of understanding, patience and tolerance and at the same time no loss of 

faith in the aims you hold”.627

Throughout 1966 and 1967 Mary's letters to Eve make frequent mention of the Haughley 

Experiment and the Soil Association's efforts to secure its future. A comment in February 

1966 indicates Eve's use of positive thinking to affect change: “... we have both felt strongly 

that there are those 'over there' who are influencing things, and I do believe this with all my 

heart, and because of it, I too have not been worrying at all. So thankful you feel this too. 

Your whole attitude is right”.628 In 1967, the Soil Association came into contact with Jack and 

Mary Pye and, suddenly, the financial difficulties associated with the farm-based research at 

Haughley appeared a thing of the past. Eve and Mary were certain their prayers to the Higher 

Powers had played a role. Mary wrote to Eve: “In a previous letter...you referred to our 

prayers for Haughley and the help of the H.Ps.629 I am sure your prayers have helped, but let's 

remember that the part of us that can pray effectively is one with the H.Ps. It is the reaching 

of that point of effectiveness that is the snag for our finite selves”.630 The Pyes' arrival 

represented proof that their prayers had had an effect in influencing the course of events in 

the material world: “Must dash off a line to say how thrilled I am about the 'Haughley 

Breakthrough'. It seems like a classical case – I mean it has all the features of a 'miraculous' 

answer to prayer. Not only its spontaneous coming unsolicited, but the very nature of the 

giver is in line with divine abundance”.631 Two years later, when dispute over the design and 

627Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 01/01/66, E&MB.
628Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 12/02/66. E&MB. By the end of 1966, Mary had composed a prayer for 
Haughley: “So very glad you like my wording for the prayer for Haughley. Once when submitting this petition... 
I have been unmistakenly aware that I was not alone in the room. No sort of impression as to who or what was 
with me, but only a wholly good impression. Lovely”. Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 17/11/66, E&MB.
629H.Ps is a reference to “Higher Powers”.
630Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 25/02/66, E&MB.
631Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 10/03/67, E&MB.
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aims of the Haughley Experiment was coming to a head,632 Mary referred again to the role of 

the “H.Ps”, seeking to modify Eve's interpretation of the methods used by them:

“I agree with your comment re: the need for faith if we believe the Pye rescue was 

'timed and brought about' by the H.Ps, but surely that does not necessarily meant that all 

the 'tools' being used at the time must be treated blindly. The H.Ps can only work 

through man, and as man has his free will which the H.Ps cannot – may not – thwart 

arbitrarily. They must often change the tools thru which they work and this they seem 

to do very often. But you are absolutely right to refuse to be too depressed... If our 

philosophy is right and part of the Plan, it can't fail to go in the right direction even if 

the progress appears at times to be rather devious and shaky. I shall think of you very 

much as you face the problems once more... believing with steadfast certainty in the 

strength, integrity and calm of your power to achieve. It is the WORD – the LIFE – that 

has been with you from the beginning”.633

Eve Balfour's conviction that “Higher Powers” were watching over her and the Soil 

Association and that specific challenges, including financial crises, had a role to play in the 

unfolding of the cosmic plan and could be resolved through communication with and 

assistance from entities existing on other planes/ dimensions is central to New Age thinking. 

“New Agers always discern connections between the surface of things,” notes Heelas.634 

Nothing is coincidental. This interconnectedness of all events serves a practical purpose, 

beyond infusing seemingly-disparate events with a shared meaning and context. As Sutcliffe 

explains, New Age “spiritual practice” is profoundly pragmatic and focused on solving the 

problems facing believers on the material plane of existence: “... the New Age seeker is 

largely preoccupied with the rational-functional application of spiritual skills. She wants a 

spiritual practice that will do things, that will make things work... a problem-solving, working 

approach to life characterises the New Age ethos, emphasising short-and-medium-term 

achievement of goals and the active creation of meaning in everyday life”.635 This description 

fits Eve Balfour's use of positive thinking and openness to developments engineered by 

“higher powers”.

632See chapter three.
633Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 27/02/69, E&MB.
634Heelas, New Age Movement, p.33.
635Sutcliffe, Children, p. 221.
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Often, the goals pursued by New Age believers include improvement and/or success in 

financial matters, and much has been written by historians about New Age religion's 

emphasis on maintaining positive thoughts about financial or other types of material success. 

One of the best known examples of British New Agers seeking to improve their material 

circumstances in this way comes from the early history of the New Age community in north 

east Scotland, known as the Findhorn community, with which the Soil Association came to 

have an ongoing connection. In the mid-1960s the nascent community at Findhorn 

experimented with a positive thought practice known as “manifestation”.636 The similarities 

between the practice of manifestation as developed by the early Findhorn community and the 

prayers to Higher Powers made by Eve and Mary Balfour (and possibly others associated 

with the Soil Association) are striking. Heelas describes the way the early leaders of Findhorn 

viewed their practice of manifestation:

“Around this time, [Peter Caddy, Findhorn's founding patriarch] began to re-emphasise 

the benefits of 'positive thinking'... the point of learning to 'think positively' and 'to 

control our thoughts' was 'to learn how to create form by our thinking'. Peter Caddy 

described this technique as 'based on my Rosicrucian teachings'. Now termed 

'manifestation' it soon became central to Findhorn ideology. Essentially, 'manifestation' 

involved becoming aware, though meditation, of a particular need, and then visualising 

its materialisation into form. The success of the process was gauged retrospectively: if 

something failed to come about, then de facto the requirement had been mistaken in the 

first place. Examples abound in the literature of manifestation in action: attracting 

money to pay bills, stimulating the donation of or discovery of useful objects, even 

acquiring caravans and bungalows... manifestation was an unusually empowering 

principle since it could never be falsified: 'failure' to manifest could always be ascribed 

to faulty procedure (not getting properly focused or attuned) rather than to the method 

itself”.637

636A Findhorn pamphlet amongst Enid and C Donald Wilson's papers, and which they may have received during 
one of several visits to Findhorn of behalf of the Soil Association (discussed later this chapter), describes 
manifestation as “the process of bringing into physical form the thoughts and visions of our inner world”. 
“Findhorn Foundation: a new adventure”, publication date unknown, probably late 1960s or early 1970s. Held 
by Hugh and Marion Willson. 
637Sutcliffe, Children, p. 80. For Peter Caddy's own detailed account of the development of the manifestation 
technique, see his autobiography In Perfect Timing: Memoirs of a Man for the New Millennium (Findhorn 
Press, 1996). Heelas argues that this utilitarian New Age practice, focused on the power of thought to solve 
material problems, has since led to the development of a wing of the movement devoted to facilitating 
“prosperity”: “There is little doubt that since the 1960s prosperity teachings have come to occupy an 
increasingly important role within the New Age movement as a whole”. Heelas, New Age, p. 126. Although Eve 
Balfour is likely to have disapproved of the capitalist elements within the contemporary “prosperity wing” of 
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Whether Eve Balfour used the term manifestation or not, her approach to obstacles faced by 

the Soil Association during the 1960s and 1970s, such as lack of funds or human resources as 

well as managerial difficulties and conflict within the organisation, was similar to the 

technique used by Peter Caddy and his group at Findhorn: employing positive thinking and 

staying 'open' to opportunities engineered by “Higher Powers” was relied on to deliver 

success. If the outcome of a situation proved different than the one Eve had expected or 

hoped for, then she had misunderstood the cosmic plan and had hoped for the wrong result. 

Whatever the outcome, it was the right one. As Hanegraaff explains, New Age religion 

simultaneously encourages individuals to be active participants in their own spiritual 

evolution and to accept whatever life brings, since everything has a meaning: “All 

circumstances in our life are thus not unrelated chance occurrences, but are deeply 

meaningful lessons...” and as a result “'taking responsibility' for our life means... no longer to 

rebel against any aspect of our lives, but to accept all of it as meaningful and to use it 

constructively...”.638

A secret religion?

Although Eve Balfour was open in discussing her religious beliefs with those whom she 

trusted and/or those who shared them, she was also, at times, secretive about them. Late in 

life she was an active member of the Church of England congregation at St Peter's church in 

Theberton, Suffolk. Many of her neighbours and fellow churchgoers believed she subscribed 

to nothing more or less than standard Church of England theology. For instance, Eve's 

neighbours during the 1970s and 1980s, Jean and Ben Powell, were church wardens at St 

Peter's and believed their eccentric, elderly neighbour Eve Balfour to be a “staunch middle of 

the road Church of England believer” who “attended church every Sunday”. Jean Powell 

describes Eve as “both devoted and devout”.639 However, at least one neighbour of Eve's 

during the last two decades of her life, suspected that there was more to Eve's religious belief. 

Geraldine Burt, who lived two cottages down from Eve in Theberton, heard from someone 

else in the village that:“Eve has religious practises that none of us know anything about. [The 

neighbour] said to me that Eve 'has some very strange beliefs that she doesn't talk about'”.640

the New Age movement, she clearly believed it acceptable to employ a similar technique for the purpose of 
furthering the organic cause and overcoming challenges faced by the Soil Association, financial or otherwise. 
638Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, p.235.
639Private conservation with Jean and Ben Powell, 17/04/07. Brander suggests Eve found churchgoing a 
comfort in her later years, but adds that the fact she attended Church of England services does not mean she 
did not continue to hold other religious beliefs. Private conversation with Michael Brander, 04/02/05.
640Private conversation with Geraldine Burt, 19/04/07.
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Whatever Eve's intentions regarding secrecy, over the course of her career as an organic 

campaigner she made repeated references in published writings to her unconventional 

religious beliefs. In particular, her account of her 1953 trip to America (see below) and her 

introduction to “Veronica's” book about spirit messages (discussed earlier this chapter) both 

serve as significant public admissions of unconventional religious belief. The former example 

is one of Eve's most religiously-unguarded pieces of writing for the Soil Association and was 

published early in the organisation’s history. During 1953 and 1954, Mother Earth included a 

series of articles written by Eve detailing her 1953 tour of America. These were then 

collected and published as a 114-page pamphlet entitled '9,600 Miles Research Tour Through 

the USA in a Station Wagon 1953'. In both the foreword and the postscript Eve makes 

statements of a religious nature. In the foreword she writes:

“Our ignorance about Life is at present profound. Those who believe in Wholeness 

know that we can increase our knowledge only by admitting ignorance, by cultivating 

humility, by enlarging our field of vision through learning how to observe ecologically, 

and by respecting all life rather than wantonly destroying it; by learning to use science 

to interpret, and work with, natural processes, instead of providing inferior substitutes 

for them, and by acknowledging that within natural laws Divine Law is manifested”.641 

In the postscript, Eve goes much further, referring to “life-energy and cosmic forces” as well 

as to the “directed energy of Creative Mind”. All of these terms are indicative of New Age 

belief: 

“It is certain that life is governed by natural laws, but though many of these still remain 

hidden, their very existence is often not suspected when our search for knowledge starts 

from the wrong premise – that the behaviour of tangible, material plants and animals 

can all be explained in terms of tangible matter that can be weighed. This approach 

ignores the multitudinous life-energy and cosmic forces, because these, at present, are 

intangible...We know from the latest discoveries of modern astronomy, and the findings 

of the top-ranking physical scientists, that we live in an expanding universe, that 

Creation, in fact, is continuous – is going on all the time. The higher mathematicians 

have discarded the possibility of evolution through chance. A directive intelligence, 

they now say, is the only explanation that fits the known facts. Shall we discover that 

the invisible thread holding all these 'beads' together is nothing less than directed 

641Eve Balfour, 'Foreword' in '9,600 Miles', p.6.
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energy of Creative Mind in action? Do I hear a murmur that this is metaphysics and 

what had it to do with ecological research? Possibly everything. How big is 

Wholeness?”642

The obviously-unconventional language used in this account of her American tour was more 

direct than most of Eve's references to her religious views in articles for the Soil Association's 

journal Mother Earth  and its other publications. However, whenever Eve commented on or 

referred in passing to her beliefs her tone was unapologetic. More than once, Eve 

distinguished between materialists and non-materialists, asserting that the Soil Association 

was made of non-materialists and that the number of people who recognised the limitations of 

a materialist conception of life was growing.643 Such an argument is puzzling unless it is 

understood to have a religious meaning. What Eve was saying was that, from her perspective, 

the Soil Association's members believed that life consists of more than material existence; 

that an intangible, spiritual/ cosmic world exists and that this spiritual world is of greater 

significance than the material world. Essentially, this implied that the Soil Association's 

leader believed the organisation to be founded on religious anti-materialism.

Haughley as a spiritual enterprise

In Eve Balfour's war-time bestseller, The Living Soil, there is a chapter devoted to the 

research project at Haughley. Not yet up and running, the farm-based experiment was in the 

midst of being planned, with alterations and improvements being made to the land at New 

Bells and Walnut Tree farms in the expectation that research proper would begin once the 

war was over. Eve asserts in The Living Soil that the Haughley trial would uncover the 

hitherto unknown, microbiological workings of the soil, thus proving that the simplistic 

approach to soil management then prescribed by agricultural chemists was both incomplete 

and likely to be injurious to plant, animal and human health. In her book, Eve made good use 

of recent advances in the understanding of soil microbiology in order to question the 

chemical perspective. Where chemists reduced the needs of plants to a small number of 

inorganic compounds, particularly nitrogen and phosphorus, Eve powerfully articulated the 

642Balfour, '9,600 Miles', p.107.
643Eve B Balfour, Co-operation, p.16. Eve Balfour's assertion that Soil Association members were non-
materialists was related to Philip Conford by Mary Heron (née Barran), who worked as Eve's personal assistant 
in the early 1960s (Conford interview with Mary Heron, 1998). Similarly, in The Living Soil, Eve quotes Lord 
Elton on the need to turn away from materialism. Here, materialism does not simply mean a desire to 
accumulate possessions and wealth; it means a belief in the importance of the material world over the 
spiritual: “All our failures, as Lord Elton truly points out, have a common root – an age of materialism”. E B 
Balfour. Living Soil. p.195. 
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organic movement's insistence on the complexity of soil and on the crucial – and as yet only 

partially understood – role played by a myriad of microbiological compounds, particularly 

miccrohizal fungi, in promoting plant growth and health.644 

The description of soil as a complex ecosystem, as suggested by Eve Balfour in The Living 

Soil, is an accurate one: fertile soils are home to a complex and diverse population of 

microscopic life forms, a great many of which play a role in the life cycle of the vegetation 

that grows out of them. But is soil living? The presence of living organisms within soil was 

interpreted by several leading figures within the early organic movement in Britain (and pre-

dating Eve Balfour's involvement) as meaning that the soil itself is living. Eve adopted this 

view and throughout her career as an organic campaigner argued that soil is not simply a 

home to life, it is a living entity. It is not clear whether she ever understood fully the 

distinction between the view of orthodox science, that soil is home to life, and the vitalistic 

view held by organic campaigners that soil is itself living.645 One of the clearest examples of 

Eve's expression of her belief in a living soil comes in a lecture she gave to the Science 

Society in 1945. In it, she stated:

“The first and fundamental fact concerning soil, which was largely ignored in the past, 

is that it is alive – very much alive. Every saltspoonful of fertile soil contains tens of 

millions of individual living organisms. It is thus subject to the laws of biology, as 

much as, if not more than, to the laws of chemistry. Also like every other living 

substance, it can be killed... the livingness and vigour of the soil population depends on 

the vitality of the crops we grow and of the animals and humans that feed on these 

crops”.646

At other times, Eve simply described soil as living, assuming that others understood and 

agreed with this assertion. Yet it was one that frustrated and baffled agricultural scientists, as 

discussed later in this chapter. Although the Soil Association sought to engage with orthodox 

agricultural science by challenging the science underpinning agricultural chemists' thinking, 

this argument about a living soil and the importance of protecting it, was central to Eve 

Balfour's thinking and organic campaigning – and at odds with the language and concepts of 
644See discussion about The Living Soil in chapter 2, also “Chapter IV: Direct Evidence” and “Chapter V: 
Circumstantial Evidence” (pp. 67-103) of The Living Soil.
645Interestingly, David Katz's discussion of Western European esotericism emphasises Faivre's definition of 
esotericism as including a belief in “living nature”. Eve's and other organic supporters' insistence on a “living 
soil” seems to echo this idea. David Katz. The Occult Tradition. Jonathan Cape. 2005. pp. 14-16. 
646Lady Eve Balfour, 'The Living Soil', lecture given to a meeting of the Science (Research) Society in London on 
31/01/45. Quote taken from a revised version of the lecture, revised in 1945, E&MB.
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orthodox agricultural science. In public discussions about soil and farming methods, Eve and 

other Soil Association representatives sometimes abandoned scientifically-accepted 

terminology, referring instead to the mysteries of “life” and to “life-force factors”647. A close 

reading of Eve's writing and BBC broadcasts suggests that despite the well-reasoned and 

potentially-powerful scientific arguments she presented in The Living Soil. about the need to 

investigate microbiological processes within the soil and the possibility that inorganic 

fertilisers damaged such processes, what appealed most to her was the idea that a previously-

unknown process, or set of processes, was involved in maintaining healthy soil and, thus, 

healthy plants, animals and humans. Complex relationships between soil organisms and 

plants growing in the soil were part of a life force or essence and the Haughley research 

would have a starring role in demonstrating this.648

Eve's manner of discussing the Haughley Experiment grew less specific, and less scientific as 

time went on. As distance grew between her 1942 exploration of the pioneering work of 

microbiologist M C Rayner on mycorrihizal fungi and the effectiveness of compost - which 

lent considerable strength to the arguments in The Living Soil and those expressed by the 

early Soil Association – Eve's scientific discussion became less focused.649 By the mid-1950s, 

she and others within the Soil Association no longer made explicit reference to the 

importance of understanding the microbiological functioning of the soil, or to the specific 

role of mycorrhizal fungi in promoting plant growth, as had been the case when the Haughley 

Experiment began. While the ultimate goal of the Haughley Experiment remained that of 

discovering the differences between organic and non-organic systems of farming and their 

impacts on nutrition, early focus on the role played by microbiology in soil health was not 

maintained. A chemist, Dr Reginald F Milton, rather than a biologist, was appointed to take 

soil samples at Haughley and to analyse these. In addition, there seems to have been a lack of 

clarity about the purpose of Dr Milton's ongoing analyses and research, despite his 

647Eve used the term “life-force factors” to describe elements within the nutritional cycle that “bestow health” 
in a memorial address she wrote for Dr Fred D Miller in the 1970s. Eve Balfour, 'Dr Fred D Miller. DDS. A 
Tribute', unpublished, handwritten transcript, undated, but written during Dr E F Schumacher's term as Soil 
Association president, therefore some time during 1970-1977, p.3.
648Interestingly, there are similarities between the early British organic movement's insistence on a “living” soil 
and New Age ideas about the sun, earth and other planets as living organisms. Hanegraaff has noted that New 
Age thinkers, including Trevelyan, made use of, and further developed, Theosophical ideas that ascribed “life” 
and “consciousness” to such bodies. Another New Age belief involves the notion of smaller living bodies with 
larger living bodies, down to the level of atoms. Both concepts suggest that to see the soil as “living” may have 
been an obvious approach to Eve and other New Age-prone organic supporters. Hanegraaff, New Age Religion,  
p. 157.
649It was in 1942 that Eve Balfour immersed herself in the science supporting organic claims, during research to 
prepare for writing The Living Soil.
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presentation of data and publication of some findings in scientific journals. Indeed, Dr Milton 

was not an entirely conventional scientist. A report on the proceedings of the 1962 annual 

Soil Association conference at Trevelyan's adult educational college at Attingham Park 

discusses a talk given by Dr Milton entitled “What is Science? Who is a Scientist, and What 

Do We Mean by Orthodox?”. In it, Dr Milton criticised the way science had come to be 

dominated by mathematics and he suggested that “extra-sensory perception” might have to be 

used to “develop the latent ideas of other sciences”.650 Mary Langman, in her unpublished 

account of the life of Eve Balfour, expresses disappointment in what she sees as Eve's failure 

to ensure the Haughley Experiment stayed true to its original purpose: “... the original 

understandings of the biology...were steadily disappearing from view... The simple concept 

of health from the soil, cornerstone of the Haughley Experiment as originally set up, was 

becoming buried in a series of complicated statistical experiments. Eve seems to have 

scarcely noticed this, which I do find extraordinary”. Langman suggests, with dismay, that 

with the 1948 death of M C Rayner, who was amongst the Soil Association's scientific 

advisers, Eve and others leading the Soil Association “forgot” the original scientific assertion 

that had spurred them on to pursue the farm-based research.651

If the original, microbiological focus of the Haughley Experiment was forgotten, as Langman 

contends, it was replaced by a growing interest on the part of Eve and others in what Virginia 

Payne describes as “vitalist” ideas about plant growth. Subtly, the Haughley Experiment 

became a research project about something more than, or something other than, the complex 

physical processes involved in growing crops. In an effort to explain this, Payne quotes from 

a 1971 document written by Colin Fisher: “many [Soil Association] members are almost 

wholly pre-occupied by the hypothesis that there is a life force that modern methods of 

intensive farming destroy or distort in plant and/or animal life and that man is suffering the 

consequences of this damage to the food chain”.652 This shift away from a microbiological or 

ecological approach and toward a “vitalist” or New Age religious view by some supporters of 

the Haughley Experiment was not discussed openly in Soil Association publications. There is 

650'Attingham Park Conference: 'What do we mean by...?', ME, July 1962, pp. 251-252. Reed notes that Animal  
Machines author Ruth Harrison was suspicious of Milton, questioning his scientific credibility. Reed, Rebels,  
p.75. Michael Allaby recalls the “reams of undigested and indigestible data that were essentially meaningless” 
and that were colleted by Milton. 'Michael Allaby recalls turbulent times at the Soil Association' in Poet of  
Ecology, p.166.
651Langman/Dowding, 'Chapter 13: Compost and the Laboratory' in 'Life'. Langman also discusses this in a note 
entitled 'Thoughts on Reaching A Half Way-Mark on a 'Life' of Eve Balfour', which I believe was written in 2000. 
652Colin Fisher, 'Report on the Recruitment, Servicing and Activities of the Association's Membership', 
08/03/71, quoted by Payne in 'History', p.59.
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only circumstantial evidence that this is what occurred, a difficulty raised by Payne in her 

1971 thesis: “The fact that some of the members (especially in the earlier years of the 

Association's history) were convinced of the reality of 'Life Forces' has been echoed by other 

people I have spoken to at the Soil Association, although I have not been able to find articles 

in the Journal propounding the 'Life force' view”. Despite a lack of documentary evidence, 

Payne argues that vitalist ideas about plant growth were strongly held by at least some early 

Soil Association campaigners: “The 'muck and mystery' reputation while the Association 

quickly acquired seems to indicate that the 'Life-force' enthusiasts must have been 

vociferous”.653

The significance of a shift in thinking away from ecological science and toward New Age or 

vitalist theories about plant growth and health may not have been recognised fully by those 

who were instrumental in effecting this change, not least Eve Balfour. Throughout her career 

as an organic campaigner, Eve presented herself as holding a view of soil functioning that 

was compatible with ecological science, yet this may not have been the case from the 

perspective of many scientists. It is not unusual for people who hold religious and spiritual 

beliefs to fail to confront and/or to accept the extent to which their beliefs are rejected by the 

orthodox scientific community and by 'non-believers'.

While it is difficult to prove definitively that Eve and others came to view the Haughley 

Experiment as having a spiritual or cosmic dimension, it is important to consider this as a 

strong possibility. During the same period that the scientific purpose of the Haughley 

Experiment became less clear and, apparently, replaced by spiritual or vitalist ideas, New 

Age networks in Britain were humming with excitement about a “magic” garden at the New 

Age community in Findhorn, Scotland.654 Historians of New Age religion have afforded 

Findhorn and the story of its “magic” garden great significance in the development of British 

New Age thought. They have been aided in this by the excellent record-keeping of one of 

Findhorn's founders, Peter Caddy, which allowed him to produce a detailed autobiography. In 

it, Caddy describes how he and a handful of others who, in the mid-1960s were living on 

state benefits in a caravan park in north east Scotland, made contact with “devas” and “nature 

spirits” in order to grow unfeasibly large, lush vegetables in harsh conditions and out of sub-

653Payne, 'History',p.59.
654More than one book has been written about the “magic” garden at Findhorn, including one published by the 
Findhorn Community and featuring a foreword written by Eve Balfour's friend, New Age guru Sir George 
Trevelyan (The Findhorn Garden: Pioneering a New Vision of Humanity and Nature in Co-operation, original 
publication date unknown).
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standard soil.655 Although Eve Balfour is not known to have written at length, or for 

publication, about her interest in spiritual or cosmic forces and their potential influence on 

plant growth, there is evidence that this became an interest for her during the 1960s. She 

certainly knew of, and was intrigued by, Findhorn’s “magic” garden. Her friend, New Age 

religious guru and ally of the Soil Association, George Trevelyan, wrote to her in the spring 

of 1968 to tell her about his visit to Findhorn and to ask her to ensure that the Soil 

Association would give the community at Findhorn assistance in establishing a composting 

system for its “magic” garden. Trevelyan's biographer, Frances Farrer, contends that 

thereafter “a productive co-operation” between the Soil Association and the Findhorn 

Community developed.656 Later in 1968, Mary Balfour visited Findhorn and wrote to Eve 

about her impressions. Her letter suggests that she and Eve, if not others, viewed the 

Haughley Experiment as also having some type of spiritual element: “.. the Findhorn 

experiment is definitely a continuation of the work you have evolved at Haughley but 

including possibly a new dimension. Terms used and the explanations given tend to be 

different, but I don't feel the results are so different... it is possible that by combining the two 

techniques – as it were – the art of growing things would be enriched and expanded”.657 

Eve's response to Trevelyan's request that the Soil Association assist Findhorn and to her 

sister's positive impressions was to encourage Soil Association members to visit the Scottish 

community. Mary wrote in November 1968: “Yes, obviously, that is the right thing for the 

Soil Association to encourage as many individuals as possible to go and see for themselves”. 

Mary seems to have accepted the possibility that the Findhorn garden was being assisted by 

invisible spirits or forces and shows no sign of concern that her sister might find such an idea 

incredible: “I think the Findhorn crowd are very sensible of the difficulty of 'broadcasting' the 

alleged cause of what is happening and do not intend to include certain material [in a booklet 

about the garden that was being prepared] except to a few individuals who are in the know. 
655Caddy, 'Chapter 17: Breaking New Ground', In Perfect Timing, pp. 196-197. “My spiritual teaching under Dr 
Sullivan had included information about the elemental spirits of earth, air, fire and water, and their role in 
creation; the possibility of conscious cooperation with them had always intrigued me. Was this now an 
opportunity to do so? I pressed Dorothy on the subject, and the next morning she received: Yes, My child, you 
are to cooperate in the garden. Begin this by thinking about the nature spirits, the higher nature spirits who 
overlight and [by] tuning into them. That will be so unusual as to draw their interest here, and they will be 
overjoyed to help and to find some members of the human race eager for that help. That is the first step; the 
smaller individual nature spirits are under their jurisdiction.” Dr Sullivan was a Rosicrucian who taught a young 
Peter Caddy about Rosicrucian beliefs and positive thinking techniques. See Caddy, In Perfect Timing, pp. 31-
35. Dorothy McLean was another of Findhorn's founders and like Peter Caddy's wife, Eileen, was a “channel” 
who received messages from various spirits and entities. These messages assisted the group in making 
decisions and setting goals.
656Farrer, Trevelyan, p.112.
657Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 27/09/68 – 05/10/68, E&MB.
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But it is hard for them to leave out what they hold to be the cause all together”.658 By the 

spring of 1969, the Soil Association's involvement with Findhorn had grown, with one of the 

Soil Association's most eminent members and a close ally of Eve's, Dr Lindsay Robb, 

endorsing the Findhorn garden in print: “Here is a copy of what Lindsay wrote about the 

garden,” Mary told Eve: 

“The vigour, health and bloom of the plants in this garden at midwinter on land which 

is almost barren powdery sand cannot be explained by the moderate dressings of 

compost, nor indeed by the application of any known cultural methods of organic 

husbandry. There are other factors, and they are vital ones. Living, as this group are 

[sic] living, on the land, by the land, and for love of the land, is the practical expression 

of a philosophy which could be the supreme form of wisdom and freedom”.659

Before long, another “magic” garden was being discussed and a Soil Association visit to it 

being organised. Mary wrote to Eve, expressing the hope that she would be able to join the 

group on the visit: “Am thrilled that a second garden like Findhorn is in operation near 

Newbury... I have noted the date. How I should like to be with your group from Haughley...”.
660 Also in 1969, one of the Soil Association's founding members, a central figure in its 

administration throughout the 1940s and 1950s and an important ally of Eve's, Donald 

Wilson, made the first of four visits to Findhorn at Eve's behest. His purpose was to assist the 

Findhorn community in developing a composting system for its “magic” garden, as Trevelyan 

had suggested. Upon his return from his first visit, Wilson gave Eve some type of document 

that included an account of the cosmic/ spiritual workings of the garden. Eve passed this 

document onto her sister Mary, who wrote:

“I return Donald's document from Findhorn. Rather reluctantly – it is so fascinating. 

Some of the statements the Landscape Deva makes tie in with some thoughts I have... I 

have been rereading Nurslings of Immortality and was struck to see how some of the 
658Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 07/11/68, E&MB.
659Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 03/03/69, E&MB. This endorsement by Lindsay Robb was, apparently, written 
for inclusion in a pamphlet about the Findhorn garden. Initially, the leaders of Findhorn appear to have asked 
Mary Balfour to write an endorsement, perhaps because of her title as Lady Mary Balfour and, certainly, 
because of her relationship to Eve Balfour of the Soil Association. Mary felt uncomfortable about the idea of 
publicly endorsing Findhorn: “They want me to write a contribution to comments they hope to insert at the 
end of the booklet. ... I feel very diffident about this. It seems impossible to be positive about what is 
happening there based on one short visit, whatever one might feel inwards. To be too positive I feel could do 
more harm than good at this stage. I'll have to think it over”. Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 11/10/68, E&MB. 
Likewise, Eve seems to have been careful about publicising her involvement with and interest in Findhorn. 
However, eventually, she both visited and spoke at Findhorn, but is not known to have endorsed it in writing.
660Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 12/03/69, E&MB.
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statements were similar to the Findhorn philosophy., if you alter the terms. Fawcet's 

'Lower sub-imaginals' are the nature spirits, the 'High sub-imaginals' the Devas right on 

top of our own souls”.661

An aforementioned memoir written by Donald Wilson's wife, Enid, who accompanied her 

husband on two of his four trips to Findhorn, makes it clear that she and her husband accepted 

many of the religious beliefs promoted by the leaders of Findhorn, Eileen and Peter Caddy. It 

is not clear whether they accepted fully that the Findhorn garden was being assisted by 

cosmic or “nature spirits”, however, the couple was obviously interested in, and open to, the 

concept of “manifestation”, the mechanism allegedly at work in the  “magic” garden. 

"Basically, manifestation involves having a consciousness of abundance, not of lack, and in 

that way you draw to yourself all you need”, wrote Enid Wilson.662

How many people associated with the Soil Association felt there were similarities between 

the ostensibly-scientific Haughley Experiment and the religious/spiritual workings of the 

Findhorn garden is not known. Allies of Eve Balfour's, such as Dr Lindsay Robb and Donald 

and Enid Wilson, seem to have shared her perspective that the two experiments had some 

type of connection or common ground and it is likely that there were others who held similar 

views. A letter written by a Barbara Crump to Eve in 1970 indicates that some Soil 

Association members viewed the organisation as part of a “spiritually-aware” network of 

organisations. In her letter, Crump refers to “the many young people now being strongly 

drawn to Glastonbury”, adding:

“Only a fortnight ago I rescued two such ones from the wet and with nowhere to go... 

they want to form a nucleus for this spiritually-aware generation here...

...I feel that perhaps the S.A has to some extent completed the basic work it set out to 

do. Some, at least, of its ideals are now becoming more known and accepted... As more 

gather together here it might even come about that we are led to make a similar garden 

to the Findhorn one in this area...”.663

661Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 17/10/69, E&MB. Donald Wilson's four visits to Findhorn took place between 
1969 and 1972. Why the Findhorn garden had any need of compost if it was being sustained by nature or 
cosmic spirits is not addressed by Caddy in his autobiography.
662 This explanation of manifestation is a quote taken by Enid Wilson from published work about Findhorn, 
possibly from The Magic of Findhorn or The Findhorn Garden, and reproduced in her memoir, p.109.
663Barbara Crump to Eve Balfour, 04/02/70, E&MB.
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Other Soil Association members may have been either unaware of the role New Age religion 

played in Eve's and others' lives and thinking, or knew something of it and felt 

uncomfortable. Virginia Payne's comments in her 1971 thesis, referred to earlier, suggest that 

some within the Soil Association were disturbed by the mystical/ occult interests of Eve and 

others and believed the organisation's reputation was undermined by them. Bearing in mind 

Eve's positive response to the “magic” of Findhorn and the possibility that she felt similar 

forces were at work at Haughley, her resistance to plans drawn up by a group within the Soil 

Association at the end of the 1960s to strengthen the scientific credibility of the Haughley 

Experiment by increasing the distinction between the farming methods employed in each 

section may have been motivated by her religious/ spiritual beliefs. If Eve believed, or hoped, 

that Haughley was a site where cosmic or spirit forces were at work, the changes being urged 

by those within the Soil Association who sought to develop stronger ties with the ecological 

science community would have been unwelcome, since these changes might have been 

perceived by Eve and others as disturbing cosmic forces. This would help to explain her 

decision - at the end of the decade - to fight against proposed changes at Haughley. It would 

also explain her conviction that the minor alterations introduced to Haughley farming 

practices, against her wishes, had the effect of invalidating entirely the research project and, 

thus, bringing it to an end. It is my contention that in addition to Eve Balfour's objection to 

the news that the 'closed' nature of the organic section had been breached, following the 

import of poultry manure, she may also have quietly believed that forces or spirits had been 

at work at Haughley and that they had been disturbed - and the “spell” broken.

The Soil Association as a quasi-religious organisation

The fact that the leader of the Soil Association subscribed to a wide and rather fluid range of 

esoteric and occult beliefs that historians today categorise as typical of New Age religion as it 

was expressed in Britain during the mid-twentieth century, does not mean that the 

organisation Eve Balfour led had itself a New Age flavour. Leaders with deeply-felt religious 

beliefs do not always pass on their faith to the organisations with which they are involved. 

However, Eve Balfour was not the only active member of the early Soil Association to hold 

unconventional religious beliefs. Many active and/or influential members of the early Soil 

Association held either similar beliefs to Eve's or were followers of religious movements 

outside mainstream Christianity. Further research is needed to map with greater precision the 

beliefs and affiliations of Soil Association office holders and staff during the 1950s and 
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1960s. However, it is evident that amongst early, active members unconventional religious 

belief was common and, possibly, the norm.664 

As mentioned earlier, the Soil Association's secretary from its inception and throughout the 

1950s was C Donald Wilson. Never content with standard Church of England worship, as a 

young man Wilson was a member of the Free Church, an evangelical arm of the Church of 

England.665 Later, he and his wife Enid hosted private Christian services, or “house 

meetings”, that may have involved New Age ideas and practices. As his son Hugh explained: 

“My parents had a strong streak of wanting to further Christianity, whether from within or 

outside the church. They held house meetings – it was a popular group, about twenty people. 

It was slightly unconventional. My dad was unconventional. He had connections with Sir 

George Trevelyan”.666 As discussed earlier, Donald Wilson assisted the Findhorn community 

in developing a composting system for its “magic” garden. Returning from their first visit to 

Findhorn, he and his wife Enid met with New Age thinkers Anthony Brooke and Monica 

Parrish, Eve having arranged the introduction.667 Enid Wilson's account of this meeting 

details some of the New Age ideas raised by Brooke and Parrish and suggests that she and 

her husband accepted these, or at least gave them serious consideration:

“...we were introduced to Anthony Brooke (a descendant of Sir James Brooke, the 

White Rajah of Sarawak), and himself Rajah Muda in 1939, a fascinating talker and 

much travelled...

Donald and I had tea with Anthony Brooke and Monica Parrish, the Co-Founders of 

'The Universal Link', of which we had read something (thanks to Eve).668 They talked of 

the spiritual Liebie Pugh who lead [sic] a group at St Anne's, and of a Christ-like figure 

who had appeared to one, Richard Grave, at Worthing and who was referred to as 

'Limitless Love'. They showed us photos of U.F.O's [sic] taken in the clear air of 

664I define active members as those who were members of the Soil Association council, panel of experts, 
editorial committee, or a local branch of the organisation and/or those who contributed to Mother Earth.
665The Free Church of the Church of England is a network of evangelical churches that operates independently 
of the conventional Church of England and is not subject to the authority of the Archbishop of Canterbury. Its 
origins date to the mid-19th century and its services would generally be described as “low church”.
666Private conversation with Hugh and Marion Wilson, 09/10/07.
667 At this time, Brooke and Parrish ran a New Age organisation or network called Universal Foundation of 
which Eve appears to have been a member. Sutcliffe describes it as: “... essentially a communication network 
or web, 'spun' by Brooke during his extensive personal travels”. Sutcliffe, Children, p.90.
668 Here, Enid Wilson confuses the names of two New Age organisations. Brooke and Parrish ran Universal 
Foundation, while Pugh led Universal Link. Based on Wilson's account it would seem that the leaders of the 
two organisations were supportive of each other and viewed their work as part of the same community or 
cause. 
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Nevada (?), and talked of their visit to another spiritual leader in Korea, Sun Myung 

Moon. They talked of their conviction that the approaching climax of history is not to 

result in catastrophe for mankind but a dramatic breakthrough of spiritual values which 

will sweep us all into a world wide co-operative community, and these higher values, 

through the changed consciousness of man, will rule the world. They believed that 

some of the world's thinkers like Arnold Toynbee, Julian Huxley, Pierre St Teillard de 

Chardin, Pandit Nehru and Einstein were, each in his own way, heralding the 

transformation of the very nature of man, so indispensable to the new order on earth”.669

Another key figure of the early Soil Association whose religious belief was unconventional 

was Laurence Easterbrook OBE (1893-1965). Easterbrook was a respected agricultural 

correspondent, employed by both the News Chronicle and the Daily Mail. His commitment to 

the Soil Association lasted from its creation in 1946 until his death in 1965, and he was a 

close ally of Eve Balfour's. Eve's papers indicate that the two shared more than simply an 

interest in promoting organic agriculture; they both had a Spiritualist-influenced religious 

worldview. Easterbrook believed he had communicated with, and received important 

information from, a spirit called Bay and felt that the purpose of our lives is to develop our 

own spirits so that we can gain access to higher planes of existence and contribute to the 

unfolding of the 'cosmic plan'. 670 A tribute to Laurence Easterbrook, written by Rolf 

Gardiner, who was a Soil Association council member and a friend of both George Trevelyan 

and Eve Balfour, suggested that Easterbrook held “the inspired beliefs of the esoteric sage” 

and that “no one meeting him... suspected him of being a mystic or a saint: yet something of 

those qualities were there”. Eve Balfour noted that Easterbrook had an “acute awareness that 

our physical world is only a small part of reality”.671 A letter written by Easterbrook to Eve in 

1965 about a book he was writing makes the Spiritualist-infused aspect of his belief clear:

669Wilson, 'Memoir', pp. 106-107. The conception of the coming New Age described here by Wilson correlates 
with the peaceful, more psychological dawn of the New Age that Hanegraaff ascribes to the later New Age 
“senso lato” movement. See Hanegraaff, “Chapter 12: The New Age” in New Age Religion, pp. 331-356. 
Sutcliffe agrees with Hanegraaff that this more moderate vision of the arrival of the New Age became 
dominant from the 1970s onward: “...the apocalypse is no longer the destruction of the planet at a fixed point 
in time, but the death of the insensitive, rationalist ego in an ongoing process of human growth”. Sutcliffe, 
Children, p.102.
670 Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 06/11/66. E&MB.
671 Rolf Gardiner, 'Obituary: Laurence Easterbrook 1893-1965', ME, October 1965, pp. 723-726. Eve Balfour, 
'Recollections', Ibid, pp. 726-728. Conford refers to Easterbrook as being significantly influenced by Steiner's 
religion, Anthroposophy. Conford, 'Natural Order', p.22.
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“Dear Eve

I cannot thank you properly for your splendid criticism of my book. It is most helpful, 

and I shall, of course, adopt [illegible word] your suggestions...

... You have encouraged me immensely. Between ourselves, I often have awful 

moments of doubt as to the ability of Private Easterbrook to put the whole world right! I 

try to remember that the Higher Powers from time to time use very insignificant 

channels to get their ideas across, but that does not stop me from saying to myself at 

times: who am I to be doing it.

... To write the third section I have had to read up the history of the Early English 

church, and am still doing it. It seems to be the same old story of vested interests getting 

away with it – this time for power rather than money.

... They were so bent upon destroying the powers of the medium, accepted as quite 

ordinary phenomenon up to the 4th century, that the Church has had to force the people 

to believe that it is the physical body that rises from the dead. St Paul, who wrote his 

epistles before the gospels, recorded seeing Christ in his etheric body at least four times 

after his death, and he makes it clear it was not his physical body.

... I don't want to make it seem like a tract in favour of “Spiritualism”, for Spiritualism 

is not a religion. One need never go near a séance to accept it as one of the ordinary 

facts of life, like the Law of Gravity or the Atomic Theory... Yet its significance, as 

revealed by the etheric appearances of Christ after his death, is the most important thing 

in all the knowledge of mankind – and the Church would deny it to the ordinary man.

Do come and see us one day... We might perhaps talk a little of such matters...”.672

Another central figure of the early Soil Association who held unconventional religious beliefs 

was Maye E Bruce, whose books on compost-making were popular. Bruce was a founding 

member of the Soil Association, sat on its council and was a close personal friend of Eve's. 

She was well versed in Anthroposophical beliefs, having sat on its “Experimental Circle” of 

672Laurence Easterbrook to Eve Balfour, 19/05/65, E&MB. Easterbrook was an admirer of Rudolf Steiner, 
although he was critical of the way Steiner’s religion, Anthroposophy, had developed. In a tribute to Steiner, 
published in the April 1961 edition of Mother Earth (pp. 611-614), Easterbrook wrote: “I think of him as a 
highly evolved being who volunteered for service on this earth to deliver us equally from the intellectual 
poverty of second-rate scientists and the dreary materialism of the established church. He came to 
demonstrate to us that religion and science are indivisible...” (p.612).
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cultivators, although she eventually chose to incorporate biodynamic techniques into her own 

religious and agricultural framework rather than become a follower of Rudolf Steiner.673 

After Bruce's death, it was her sisters, Norah and Nettie, who were close to Eve and Mary 

Balfour. Much of the correspondence between the four women featured discussions about 

their involvement with a “channel” or medium called AP, who ran something called The 

School for Creative Thought. In addition to receiving transcripts of spirit messages from AP, 

subscribers to The School of Creative Thought received regular spiritual exercises that they 

were to do on their own at home. Letters written by Mary to Eve during the second half of the 

1960s include mention of these exercises and both sisters' attempts to carry them out.674

Helen Murray (later Zipperlin) is a further example of an active member of the Soil 

Association for whom unconventional religious belief was an important aspect of her life. 

Helen and her mother Elizabeth were involved in the Soil Association from the outset and for 

much of the 1950s Helen held official/ staff positions within the organisation.675 Eve clearly 

felt comfortable discussing her religious beliefs with Helen. In a 1959 letter to Helen, who 

was managing the Haughley Experiment while Eve and Kathleen Carnley toured Australia 

and New Zealand on behalf of the Soil Association, Eve wrote about farming and Haughley-

related issues before adding a postscript about a meeting she had had with a man, Raynor 

Johnson, who seems to have been a trance medium and who, like Eve, was connected to New 

Age religious networks.676 Such casual mention by Eve of her meeting with Johnson suggests 

673In an obituary for Mother Earth, Eve Balfour wrote that Maye Bruce possessed “an unswerving spirit-guided 
integrity”, and described the impression Bruce's garden had on visitors: “You could always sense the love 
Maye poured upon every part of it, being returned by each plant and each denizen of the pulsatingly living 
soil”. Eve Balfour, 'Miss Maye Bruce', ME, January 1965, pp.425-426. For Bruce's account of how she 
encountered and adapted biodynamic farming methods see Maye E Bruce, 'Chapter 2: The Story of Quick-
Return Compost' in Common-Sense Compost Making (Faber & Faber, 1946), pp. 21-31. Incidentally, Bruce's 
book on compost includes a foreword by Laurence Easterbrook. Conford refers to Bruce as one of two Soil 
Association council members – the other being Laurence Easterbrook – through which the Biodynamic 
Agricultural Association was able to influence Soil Association policy throughout the 1950s. Conford, Origins.  
pp. 213, 78. A significant minority of early Soil Association members appear to have had an interest in 
Anthroposophy/ biodynamic farming, and some were adherents. Among the latter was founder member 
Maurice Wood, who was for some time a member of the Soil Association’s panel of experts, ostensibly the 
organisation’s science-focused committee. See C A Mier, 'Obituary: Maurice Wood, ME, October 1960, p. 352.
674AP was a pseudonym for Ron Hutchinson, who lived with his wife Esther and daughter Jenny near Bristol. 
See Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 13/09/66, 07/12/66, 19/01/69, for discussions about AP and The School of 
Creative Thought, E&MB. References in Mary Balfour's letters to Eve indicate that Norah Bruce had received 
some spirit messages herself and was, thus, a “channel”.
675In the late 1940s, Helen Murray was the Soil Association's officer for Scotland and in 1959  was appointed by 
Eve to manage the Haughley Experiment while Eve spent a year touring Australia and New Zealand on behalf 
of the Soil Association. She had a private income, so may not have always received a salary. See biographical 
note: 'Helen Murray', ME, January 1958, p.8. For Helen’s mother, Elizabeth, see 'Mrs Elizabeth Murray', ME,  
October 1961, p. 786.
676 Eve Balfour to Helen Murray, undated, some time in 1959, E&MB.
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Helen Murray was familiar with the New Age network referred to in the letter. A letter from 

Johnson to Eve provides more information about their shared interest in the spiritual 

messages received by the English medium/ channel “Veronica”.677 Johnson's letter also offers 

clues about the practices and/or conventions associated with the dissemination of spirit 

messages:

“Dear Lady Eve

How very nice to hear from you in the midst of your busy life and travels. It is best that 

you should hold the communication from 'Veronica' until I hear 'through the usual 

channel'. I do not propose to ask if there is any message, but to wait and see what comes 

in time. If Veronica has really made a contact with my friend Ambrose, then she should 

be willing to take the initiative and send it along. If, however, it does not come along 

before you leave Australia, I suggest that you perhaps might let me have it together 

with your letter to Veronica and any comments in a sealed envelope – which I propose 

only to open after opening one 'through the usual channel' in the presence of witnesses. 

I am naturally quite thrilled at the possibility, and shall have to wait with patience for 

the result. When I do ask you for the Veronica communication I should certainly be 

interested to know her real name and address.

....

I wish there had been more time to talk to you about mysticism... I should love to have 

heard of your own experience. It must be one of life's supreme moments, if not the chief 

of these to have such an experience...”678

By 1962, Helen Murray, now married and known as Helen Zipperlin, was living at a Steiner-

focused “Camphill” community in New York state. She wrote to Eve, praising the newly-

issued 21-year report about the Haughley Experiment, and adding: “there was a hp [Higher 

Powers] conference at Threefold farm, Spring Valley, where D Konig was the main speaker 

and... I met a lot of interesting people and made friends with Peter Escher, one of Pfeiffer's 

boys – who remembered you well”.679

677 See earlier in this chapter for a discussion about Veronica and Eve Balfour's introduction to a book written 
by Veronica.
678Raynor C Johnson to Eve Balfour, 01/04/59, E&MB. Johnson's address is listed as The Master's Lodge, 
Queen's College, University of Melbourne. Ambrose seems to have been a spirit with which Johnson believed 
himself to be in communication.
679 Helen Zipperlin to Eve Balfour, 22/08/62, E&MB. Pfeiffer was Dr Ehrenfried Pfeiffer, a central figure in the 
development of biodynamic farming, which was developed based on the teachings of Rudolf Steiner, the 
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Another indication that the early Soil Association, as an organisation, had a connection with 

New Age religious networks is the long-lasting involvement of George Trevelyan, who both 

Sutcliffe and Hanegraaff cite as one of the most significant figures in the British post-war 

New Age community.680 Although never part of the Soil Association's leadership, Trevelyan 

was viewed by at least some members as a wise and inspirational sage. From the late 1940s 

until the late 1960s, the Soil Association's annual conference was held at the adult 

educational college at Attingham Park, near Shrewsbury, run by Trevelyan. In addition, short 

residential courses that included discussion about organic agriculture were organised at 

Attingham, usually with Eve Balfour as one of the speakers. Although this alone does not 

prove a religious or spiritual affinity between the Soil Association and Trevelyan, since many 

types of organisations used the college as a venue for annual conferences and courses, it is 

clear that Eve Balfour and other Soil Association figures, including council members Rolf 

Gardiner and Aubrey Westlake shared religious beliefs and interests with Trevelyan. A 

sizeable number of Soil Association members may have been included on Trevelyan's 

separate and somewhat 'secret' mailing list for those interested in the spiritual courses that 

were discreetly offered at Attingham.681 Trevelyan generally addressed delegates attending 

the Soil Association's conferences once or twice and often participated in conference 

sessions. Enid Wilson's memoir suggests that Trevelyan's unconventional beliefs were not 

hidden from delegates and that although some viewed him as “a bit exotic”, others were 

“inspired” by him.682 A report by Helen Murray about the Soil Association conference at 

Attingham held in May 1959 described Trevelyan as someone “who so often succeeds in 

raising our discussions to the heights of Olympus and, from that exalted plane, in weaving the 

most diverse and chaotic thoughts and arguments into a coherent whole...”.683 The eclecticism 

and aristocratic tone of Trevelyan's beliefs is emphasised by Sutcliffe:

“A more philosophical, aristocratic perspective on spiritual realities was represented at 

Attingham Park in George Trevelyan, although his broad romantic idealism could as 

founder of the religion Anthroposophy. Eve visited Pfeiffer in the 1950s, when she toured America. The Soil 
Association had ongoing links with the biodynamic movement and the July 1962 edition of Mother Earth 
included tributes to Pfeiffer, who had recently died.
680 For discussion about Trevelyan's role see earlier this chapter and : Sutcliffe, Children, pp. 80-81; Hanegraaff, 
New Age Religion, pp. 105-106. Also see Farrer's Trevelyan.
681 For a detailed discussion of Trevelyan’s time as warden of Shropshire Adult College, during the period 1948-
1971, see: Farrer, 'Chapter 4: Attingham: Teaching and Learning' in Trevelyan, pp. 71-108. Farrer acknowledges 
that local residents and staff at Shropshire County Council were uncomfortable with Trevelyan's and his 
followers' approach to spirituality and religion, prompting Trevelyan to limit the number of such courses 
offered by the college and to be discreet in publicising them.
682 Wilson, 'Memoir', p. 92.
683  Helen Murray, 'Attingham Park Conference, 1959', ME, October 1959, p.694.
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easily make room for Kathleen Flemings' 'sensitivity' and Albert Best's spirit guides as 

it could for Blakean speculation on the heavenly host. One admirer records that during 

his interview with Trevelyan.... the latter 'casually informed' him that the room was full 

of angels”.684

As mentioned earlier, it was Sir George Trevelyan who told Eve Balfour about Findhorn and 

its garden, urging her to ensure that the Soil Association offered the Findhorn community as 

much assistance as possible with composting.685

The list of early Soil Association members known to have held unconventional religious 

beliefs is a long one and includes Aubrey Westlake,686 Rolf Gardiner,687 Gerard Wallop,688 

Walter James689 and Robert Waller690. Indeed, in The Occult Establishment, Webb uses the 

term “illuminated farmers” to describe Westlake, Gardiner and Wallop, as a way of 

684 Sutcliffe, Children, p.86.
685 According to Farrer, Trevelyan first met Peter Caddy of the Findhorn community in 1965, however, it was 
not until spring 1968 that he visited Findhorn, writing to Eve Balfour soon after (Sir George Trevelyan, pp. 110-
111).
686 Aubrey Westlake (1893-1985) was raised a Quaker and his interest in alternative methods of healing, 
including “radiesthesia and dowsing” are referred to in a biographical note published in the July 1961 edition 
of Mother Earth (p. 682). In the early 1960s he wrote a book entitled The Pattern of Health: A search for  
greater understanding of the life force in health and disease. He was a member of the Medical Society for the 
Study of Radiesthesia and of the Psionic Medical Society, the latter being an organisation of which Eve Balfour 
is also likely to have been a member (see earlier this chapter). Westlake was the son of Ernest Westlake, the 
founder of the nostalgic and esoteric Scout-like youth movement, the Order of Woodcraft Chivalry. Conford, 
'Finance and Farming', pp. 230, 239.
687 Gardiner's interest in esotericism is well known. Moore-Colyer describes Gardiner has having “gradually 
evolved a belief system which combined a baffling blend of esoteric Gnosticism and High Anglicanism with a 
belief in reincarnation and more than a dash of green primitive paganism”. Richard Moore-Colyer, 'Rolf 
Gardiner, English Patriot and the Council for the Church and Countryside', Agricultural History Review, 49:2 
(2001), p. 200. Also see: Conford, Origins, pp. 126-127; Reed, Rebels, p.45.
688 Wallop was sufficiently open to esotericism to experiment in the 1930s with biodynamic techniques 
developed by Pfeiffer, based on Steiner's 1924 agricultural lectures. He also described soil as “living” in Famine  
in England.
689 A collection of Walter James' (Lord Northbourne) writings was recently published by World Wisdom press as 
part of its “Library of Perennial Philosophy”, which is “dedicated to the exposition of the timeless Truth 
underlying the diverse religions”. Entitled Of the Land & the Spirit: the Essential Lord Northbourne on Ecology  
& Religion, the title alone ensures there can be no doubt that James was a religious man. The nature of his 
religious beliefs fits within and is relevant to post-Second World War New Age thought. Like Wallop, James 
experimented with biodynamic farming techniques in the inter war years. Conford discusses James' 
esotericism in a chapter about 'Christian influences on organicist thought' in his forthcoming book about the 
British organic movement during the second half of the twentieth century. Reed refers to James' “mysticism”: 
Rebels, p.70.
690Waller was editorial secretary of the Soil Association following the death of Jorian Jenks in 1963 and until 
1972. An edited collection of Waller's writings and tributes written by friends and family, published in 2008, 
makes it abundantly clear that Waller favoured metaphysical explanations, had an intense interest in eastern 
spirituality, particularly the system of divination known as I Ching, and believed himself to have had out-of-
body experiences. He wrote extensively about the limitations of scientific knowledge to explain nature and life. 
See Poet of Ecology.
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highlighting their exploration of esotericism and occultism via agriculture.691 Other, less well-

known figures from the early Soil Association who held unconventional religious beliefs, 

included administrator Connie Miller, who was a Christian Scientist,692 as well as Philip 

Burman, a chemist who contributed many science-focused articles to Mother Earth and who 

was also a Spiritualist. In 1966, Mary Balfour wrote to Eve excited that she had heard 

Burman was a Spiritualist: “...did you know that Burman, our chemist S.A member, was a 

Spiritualist? I was assured of this by my room mate at Attingham after George's momentous 

summing up.693 Dr Burman accepted these 3 amazing stories without difficulty. I was 

surprised, but then I don't know Burman at all”.694

As discussed earlier, in her 1971 thesis, Virginia Payne reported that as the Soil Association 

entered a new decade it was in the process of relieving itself of, and/or restricting the 

influence of, members who held scientifically-untenable, “vitalist” ideas about plant growth.
695 This is in itself significant, as it suggests that as the 1970s dawned some within the 

organisation were concerned that the Soil Association had become a 'home' for those with 

unconventional philosophical or religious beliefs. Although Payne presents the Soil 

Association as shedding its religious and spiritual past in order to gain credibility in the eyes 

of the scientific community, the organisation went on to include individuals with strong and 

unconventional beliefs in important positions. Chief among these was Fritz Schumacher. 

Schumacher is best known as the author of Small is Beautiful, one of the most influential 

books of the 1970s environmental and back-to-the-land movement.696 Schumacher was a 

long-time member of the Soil Association and became its president in 1970, remaining in the 

position until his unexpected death in 1977. Conford identifies Schumacher as an example of 

the enduring influence of Christian environmentalist thought running through the organic 

movement in Britain, emphasising Schumacher's embrace of Catholicism late in life after a 

life-time's exploration of the diversity of religious belief.697 In contrast, both Hanegraaff and 

691Webb, Occult Establishment, p. 103.
692 A biographical note about Connie Miller, published in the January 1962 edition of Mother Earth (p. 10) 
makes no mention of her religious belief. However, letters written by Mary Balfour to Eve in 1967 (25/02/67, 
10/03/67, 07/05/67) refer to Connie Miller's Christian Science faith, E&MB.
693 George is Sir George Trevelyan.
694 Mary Balfour to Eve Balfour, 06/01/66, E&MB. It is likely that Eve knew more about Burman and other Soil 
Association members' religious affiliations than Mary did, not only because she had more contact with 
members but because she often knew about people's private lives in a way her sister Mary did not. 
695Payne, 'History', pp. 59, 92.
696 Published in 1973, Small is Beautiful emphasised the need for human-scale technology and development.
697 Conford, unpublished draft of the ninth chapter, tentatively entitled 'Earth and Spirit' of his forthcoming 
book on the history of the organic movement in Britain during the second half of the twentieth century.
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Heelas claim Schumacher and his writings as representative of New Age thought.698 A glance 

at Schumacher's last book, A Guide for the Perplexed, published in 1977, makes it clear that 

his hierarchically-structured beliefs did not sit comfortably alongside scientific orthodoxy. 

The second chapter includes the following pronouncement: “no one has any difficulty in 

recognising the astonishing and mysterious difference between a living plant and one that has 

died and has thus fallen to the lowest Level of Being, inanimate matter. What is this power 

that has been lost? We call it 'life'. Scientists tell us that we must not talk of a 'life force' 

because no such force has ever been found to exist...”.699 

As discussed in chapter three, Eve Balfour was disturbed by, and eventually instigated a 

dispute about, the direction in which the Soil Association and the Haughley Experiment were 

heading in the late 1960s. This was a time when links were being forged with ecological 

scientists associated with the newly-formed, government-supported National Ecological 

Research Council (NERC) and when proposals were drawn up to alter the design of the farm-

based trial in order to allow it to become part of the rapidly-evolving world of ecological 

science.700 Eve Balfour opposed these changes. She became much more comfortable with 

affairs during the first half of the 1970s, under Schumacher's presidency, despite 

Schumacher's focus on the very type of practical campaigning to support small organic 

producers that Eve had resisted or dismissed as unimportant in the past, and which she would 

fight against again in the early 1980s, after Schumacher’s death. Why was Eve comfortable 

with Schumacher's leadership, when he was pursuing an approach that before and after his 

presidency she found threatening? It is likely that Schumacher's esoteric religious beliefs 

played a part in reassuring Eve that the Soil Association was in trustworthy hands. It is my 

argument that Eve Balfour’s support for, and opposition to, various individuals active in the 

Soil Association, as well as her support for, or opposition to, particular plans of action 

pursued by the organisation, were influenced to a significant extent by her perception of 

individuals and/or plans as either possessing or lacking a sympathetic religious/ spiritual 

dimension.

It is difficult, if not impossible, to prove that the membership and/or leadership of the early 

Soil Association was dominated by people whose religious and spiritual beliefs were similar 
698 Hanegraff on Schumacher: Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, pp.131-132. Hanegraaff links Schumacher's idea 
of a hierarchical order of being to the neo-platonic notion of a 'great chain of being' and emphasises 
Schumacher's insistence that science cannot explain the mysteries of life. Heelas, New Age, p.85.
699 E F Schumacher, A Guide for the Perplexed (Abacus, 1978) p. 24. Conford comments on the religious 
influences behind A Guide for the Perplexed in'Somewhere Quite Different', p. 227.
700 See chapter three.
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to Eve Balfour's or were heterodox. However, it is my strong impression that this was the 

case. The most unanticipated outcome of research into Eve Balfour's organic campaigning 

and the early history of the Soil Association has been the discovery – seemingly at every turn 

– of profound and actively-held religious belief of an unconventional and, most often, New 

Age nature.701 This leads me to the conclusion that the early Soil Association should be 

viewed as a religiously-infused or quasi-religious body and that Eve Balfour’s and other Soil 

Association members’ New Age beliefs influenced and, indeed, dominated the organisation’s 

management for many years. New Age ideas had a noticeable effect on the organisation’s 

atmosphere as well as on the decisions its leaders took during the Soil Association’s first 

thirty-odd years, until at least the late 1970s. This is a new interpretation of the organisation 

and one that offers a more specific characterisation than previous descriptions by others 

interested in the history of the organic movement. While Payne acknowledges, with unease, 

the “vitalist” ideas of some Soil Association members of the late 1960s/ early 1970s, she does 

not pursue the issue and, instead, judges the organisation to be a minority group beset by all 

the typical difficulties such groups tend to face, including financial crises and poor 

management. Minority group status is, in itself, portrayed as sufficient explanation for its 

failure: “The fact that the Soil Association has had difficulty in convincing 'orthodox' 

agriculturalists of the validity of its ideas, demonstrates the difficulties of a minority group 

setting itself against the majority view. An even debate is almost impossible between the two 

sides, since... the minority must constantly attack and draw the majority into some kind of 

debate, since it is the group which wants discussion and change in the situation”.702 Similarly, 

Clunies-Ross emphasises the early Soil Association's marginal status, describing it as 

swimming against the socio-politico-technological tide of post-war Britain. While Clunies-

Ross alludes in passing to unorthodox spirituality as an aspect of the early organic movement, 

she nonetheless presents organic arguments as scientifically defensible and Eve Balfour as 

having a background in, and an uncomplicated respect for, orthodox science and the scientific 

method.703 Clunies-Ross also asserts, erroneously, that the Haughley Experiment was never 

701 Of course, not everyone involved in the early Soil Association was religiously minded. As discussed in 
chapter three, Eve Balfour's intention from the outset was to create an organisation with a diverse 
membership and this is likely to have included a diversity of belief – and non-belief. Dr Innes Pearse, one of the 
founders of the Peckham Experiment and an ally of Eve Balfour’s, was not religious. Mary Langman, an 
important figure within the Soil Association from the 1960s onward, who in later life attempted to write a 
biography of Eve Balfour, appears to have felt uncomfortable with many of Eve’s religious beliefs.
702  Payne, 'A History', p.99, see also p. 86.
703 Clunies-Ross relies heavily on the first edition of Eve Balfour's The Living Soil in drawing the conclusion that 
the early Soil Association presented strong scientific arguments to support its case and that it sought to engage 
in rational debate with the agricultural research community. She identifies Eve Balfour as having “had a 
scientific training” and as believing “in the importance of scientific scepticism”. Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural 
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challenged on scientific grounds: stating inaccurately that: “Significantly, the experiment was 

never directly challenged by those outside the movement on the grounds of experimental 

technique”.704 Reed makes frequent mention of early organic supporters' interest in 

“mysticism” and “new age religions”, however, he does not consider this as having any direct 

bearing on the nature of the early Soil Association or wider organic movement. Reed also 

refers to Eve Balfour's “faith in science”.705

Conford and Veldman both address directly the significant role played by religion and/or 

spirituality in the early Soil Association. Veldman presents the Soil Association as an 

exemplar of a British tradition of romantic protest, one based on “the belief that the empirical 

and analytical methods of modern science cannot comprehend all of reality, that truth in its 

wholeness extends beyond the reach of the physical senses”. Veldman argues that a section of 

Britain's professional middle class retreated from party politics after the Second World War, 

feeling excluded by the rise of a collectivist and utilitarian approach to policy making, to the 

construction of a comprehensive welfare state and to a mass culture in which working class 

values were in ascendance. She asserts that this alienated middle class sought solace and 

meaning in romantic forms of environmental protest: "With political decisions shaped by 

economic statistics, numbers-leery romantics backed away from the world of politics". She 

identifies the Soil Association as a body indicative of this middle class, post-war ecological 

romanticism: "Its literature expressed an essentially romantic revulsion against the structures 

and products of an industrial society. The land was more than a factor in production; its 

cultivators, more than employees. To treat agriculture as industry was to misunderstand the 

complexity and the significance of the natural world". She describes the early Soil 

Association as having sought “a holistic approach that recognised spirit as well as matter” 

and she points to both the organisation's and Eve Balfour's personal interest in, and respect 

for, the Anthroposophic approach to farming based on Rudolf Steiner's writings.706 Conford 

argues that the early British organic movement as a whole was dominated by “Christian 

thought” and that the concepts that form the foundation of organic thought were “based on 

belief in a God-given natural order and a specifically Christian view”.707 My conception of 

the early Soil Association does not contradict fundamentally the views of Veldman and 

Conford, since New Age religion is closely related to Christianity and Romanticism, with key 

Change', p. 156, see also pp. 87-88, 169, 220.
704 Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', p.157.
705 Reed, Rebels, p.88.
706 Veldman, Fantasy, pp. 2, 5, 263.
707 Conford, 'Natural Order', pp.4, 63, 427.
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concepts from both clearly part of its intellectual foundation. Rather, my approach offers a 

more historically-specific explanation of the nature of the religious belief and practice of Eve 

Balfour and other important figures within the early Soil Association, linking them to a 

specific, 'underground' New Age religious community that historians have identified as 

having been present in post-war Britain.

An anti-science bias?

A recurring accusation made about the early Soil Association was that it was opposed to 

science, that as an organisation it was "anti-science", or at the very least that it did not 

understand science. This was a criticism leveled against the Soil Association from its 

inception and one that was expressed repeatedly throughout the period of Eve Balfour's 

involvement. It was this anti-science reputation coupled with rumours of unusual religious/ 

spiritual undertones that won the Soil Association its “muck and mystery” tag. The 

implication behind this accusation was that the Soil Association and its members were not 

harmless compost enthusiasts resistant to modern technology, but they also held other, 

potentially dubious beliefs. Payne suggests that the reputation of the early Soil Association 

was damaged by members who failed to respect the scientific method: 

“The initial members of the Association apparently included vociferous extremists who 

made extravagant claims for organic farming, but had no convincing evidence at that 

time to back up their views. Although in a minority, these people must have convinced 

many non-members that they were expressing the views of the Soil Association, 

because it quickly acquired a 'muck and mystery' reputation. The situation was such 

that many people, especially scientists, disregarded the Association and its work out of 

hand because of the apparently prejudiced and emotional commitment to ideas which 

had not been proved”.708

Those at the heart of the early Soil Association, not least Eve Balfour, were well aware of a 

tendency to dismiss the organic movement as anti-scientific and they did not attempt to hide 

the issue from members. Recurring reference is made by members of the Soil Association of 

their reputation as “cranks”. In the first full issue of Mother Earth a highly-critical letter 

written by biologist Robert R Walls was given prime position in the "Correspondence" 

section, followed by a well-crafted rebuttal from Eve Balfour. Walls had been sent one of the 

two shorter, introductory issues of Mother Earth published in 1946 and had found its contents 
708Payne,'History', p.92.
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less than satisfactory: "The outstanding feature in this little booklet on Mother Earth is that it 

is so unsound and unscientific all through".709 One of Walls' accusations was that the Soil 

Association lacked knowledge of, and/or respect for, orthodox soil science: 

"Perhaps the feature about this book which will antagonize all scientists and biologists 

who know anything whatever about the soil is the complete disregard paid by all the 

writers to the immense amount of scientific work already done on soil study throughout 

the world...

Soil study is a highly developed and progressive science, and a great deal of valuable 

work has been done, and is being done... Yet not one word of this valuable science is 

mentioned....".710

Walls' letter also attacked the organic movement's central thesis that the soil is “living”. He 

wrote: "You say the living soil is a living element. This is a poetic rather than a scientific 

truth... the soil itself is dead, and it is the dead and disintegrated organic matter which 

provides the food of plants".711 Walls' letter is a clear demonstration that from the outset the 

Soil Association – its very existence, perhaps, and definitely its arguments - disturbed and 

angered some within the orthodox scientific community. Another early indication that 

scientists were suspicious of or hostile to the Soil Association comes from comments made in 

1948 by US soil scientist Firman Bear, who agreed that “there is some connection between 

fertilisers and human health, and the fertiliser industry would do well to finance an extensive 

research programme to study this problem”, adding that use of poorly-formulated inorganic 

fertilisers could promote nutritional deficiencies in food and “could lead to human disaster”. 

Despite appearing to agree with the organic movement's argument that inorganic fertilisers 

posed a potential threat to human health, Bear was scathing in his dismissal of the 

“international cult” he felt had grown up around ideas about the dangers of inorganics. He 

accused supporters of biodynamic farming – including Eve Balfour and Albert Howard in 

this category – of “cluttering up our soil literature with a mixture of facts and fancies that are 

so cleverly interwoven that it is very difficult to know where one leaves off and the other 

begins”. Biodynamic farming proponents, argued Bear, "skip blithely from fact to fancy and 

fall back on the supernatural when pressed by the scientist".712 Once again, the Soil 

709 Robert R Walls, 'Correspondence', ME, Spring 1947. p. 40.
710 Robert R Walls, 'Correspondence', ME, Spring 1947. pp. 40-41.
711 Robert R Walls, 'Correspondence', ME, Spring 1947. p. 40.
712 Firman E Bear, 'Fertilisers and Human Health', Fertilizer and Feeding Stuffs Journal, 07/04/48, pp. 189-196. A 
single line from Bear's article, dismissing organic supporters, was reprinted in 'Editorial Notes', ME, Summer 
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Association did not seek to hide this accusation from its membership, but highlighted it in 

Mother Earth. The same year, the Fertilizer and Feeding Stuffs Journal alerted its readers to 

the international success of anti-organic commentator Donald P Hopkins' book, Chemicals,  

Humus and the Soil, commenting: “It is evident that all over the world there is interest and 

support for the policy of replying to the anti-fertiliser school of 'mystics' in preference to the 

negative policy of ignoring their thesis”.713

While some scientists clearly perceived the Soil Association to be anti-science from its birth, 

it is clear that the early Soil Association had a sincere and consistent interest in science, as 

even a cursory glance at its publications makes clear. Discussion about developments in 

scientific research, particularly developments in biology and the emerging field of ecology, as 

well as discussions about progress in agricultural science and technology – and how these 

might be able to assist the organic movement - were a dominant feature of the early Soil 

Association. Scientific developments were discussed at its annual conferences, at meetings of 

its local groups and were outlined – sometimes in considerable detail – in its journal. Mother  

Earth was full of extracts and summaries of science-focused articles originally published in 

other magazines or journals and there were also articles penned by Soil Association members 

devoted to scientific explanation and/or speculation. The spring 1948 edition of Mother  

Earth included a short extract from Penguin Science News about the production of penicillin 

from fungus.714 Two issues later, a Nature article about antibiotic substances found in soil 

was reprinted.715 In 1949, editions of Mother Earth included information about an 

Agricultural Research Council study of sewage sludge, an entomologist's research about 

slugs, the findings of Cambridge biologist Dr M C Rayner on factors affecting tree growth, 

and two articles about phosphate.716 A decade later Mother Earth was still devoting a good 

deal of space to science news. Editions published in 1960 included articles about: soil 

structure; an Oxford entomologist's lecture on "biological control of agricultural pests"; a 

French chemist's views on the ways in which plants synthesise soil elements; research 

1948, p.2.
713 'New Editions', Fertilizer and Feeding Stuffs Journal. 19/05/48, p. 284. Partially reprinted in 'Recently Noted: 
More chemicals for the soil', ME, Summer 1948, p.39. Conford describes Hopkins as having “been given, or to 
have taken upon himself, the task of studying and rebutting the arguments of the organic school, which he did 
with terrier-like thoroughness during the 1940s...”. Conford, 'Natural Order', p.58.
714 'Natural 'soil' is best for penicillin', ME, Spring 1948, p. 38.
715 'Some recent work on antibiotics', ME, Autumn 1948, pp.25-27.
716N P Burman, 'Recent Work on Sewage Utilization', ME, Spring 1949, pp. 37-39; 'Why Slug the Slug?' ME, 
Summer 1949, pp. 24-25; Eve Balfour, 'A Visit to Wareham', ME, Summer 1949, pp. 26-28; 'Phosphate 
'Fixation': Some notes on Recent Research', ME, Winter 1949/50, pp.10-14; N P Burman, 'Phosphate 
Availability', ME, Winter 1949/50, pp. 15-18.
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conducted at American universities into biological plant protection; the views of the secretary 

of the Agricultural Research Council; an accurate description of how cancer develops in the 

human body; the basics of cell metabolism; a lecture delivered to the Society of Chemical 

Industry about how use of inorganic fertilisers may alter the protein/carbohydrate ratio of 

crops; and a Cambridge zoologist's explanation of how the insect population in orchards 

changes in response to insecticide use.717 As these examples demonstrate, while the Soil 

Association frequently displayed a willingness, even an enthusiasm, for what might be 

termed 'dissident science', it was also hungry for accessible explanations of new findings 

produced by conventional or orthodox scientists.

The organisation also sought to engage with agricultural scientists and others within the 

scientific community. From the outset, an "advisory panel" was established to oversee Soil 

Association-sponsored research, which was largely confined to the farm-based trial at 

Haughley in east Suffolk. This advisory panel included non-scientists, particularly farmers, 

but as a whole its membership had a scientific and/or medical bent. Attempts were made to 

attract support and/or funding from the most important figures and organisations within 

agricultural science, not least the Rothamsted Research Station and the Agricultural Research 

Council. Early in its history – in 1949 - the Soil Association succeeded in gaining status as an 

"agricultural research association". On a practical level this allowed members wishing to 

donate monies to the Haughley Experiment to deduct such donations from their taxable 

income. On a symbolic level, being granted agricultural research association status must have 

been viewed by the early Soil Association as a mark of scientific credibility.718 In the same 

year, the Soil Association submitted a scientific paper to the United Nations' Economic and 

Social Council's (UNESCO) "world resources conference", held in London in August 1949. 

The paper was rejected, according to the Soil Association "on the grounds that allocations by 

countries were strictly limited and that composts had already been dealt within a paper from 

Rothamsted".719 Accepted or rejected, the early Soil Association clearly wished to be an 

active participant in high-level scientific debate and felt it had the expertise to do so. The Soil 

717T C Robertson, 'How does Grass Improve Soil Structure?' ME, January 1960, pp. 51-55; George Varley, 'The 
Biological Control of Agricultural Pests', ME, January 1960, pp. 56-61; Professor Pierre Baranger, 'Do Plants 
Effect the Transmutation of Elements?' ME, April 1960, pp. 153-156; Elisabeth von Barsewisch, 'Plant 
Protection by Natural Substances', ME, April 1960, p. 212; 'Coming Closer', ME, July 1960, p. 319; R A Holman, 
'The Answer to Cancer', ME, October 1960, pp. 369-376; R F Milton, 'Cell Metabolism', ME, October 1960, pp. 
377-381; Professor Hugh Nicol, 'Facts About Food Supplies', ME, October 1960, pp. 387-391; Professor V B 
Wigglesworth, 'The Fauna of the Orchard', ME, October 1960, pp. 427-430.
718Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, Winter 1949/50, p.4.
719'The Association and UNESCO', ME, Spring 1950, pp.15-16.
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Association also sought to develop links with scientists, particularly biologists, working at 

British universities and colleges, although Eve Balfour acknowledged that developing 

relationships with agricultural researchers was not easy. Following the unexpected death of 

Cambridge-based Dr Rayner in 1948, whose work on mycorrhizal fungi and its impact on soil 

functioning was such an assistance to the organic movement, the Soil Association maintained 

links with Rayner's former assistant, Dr Levisohn. In 1949, Eve Balfour met a chemist from 

Dundee University College and expressed hope that this encounter might lead to some type of 

joint research venture:

 "...there is much outside laboratory work that needs to be undertaken on our behalf, but 

which we are not at present in a position to undertake for ourselves... Mycorrhizal 

examinations are being undertaken for us at the Bedford College Botanical Department, 

through the kind cooperation of Dr Levisohn. But hitherto all approaches to other 

colleges, for some of the other work, have proved fruitless, their programmes having 

been already laid down for some years ahead. Dr Smith was as keen that Dundee 

University College should co-operate with us, as I was that we should co-operate with 

them, and the possibility of carrying out some of this work on our behalf is being 

investigated".720

A decade later, results of research conducted at the Royal Free Hospital of Medicine in 

London,  which had included use of wheat grown at Haughley, were published in 

Proceedings of the Nutrition Society.721 Also in 1960, Soil Association representatives met 

with an overseas member, Professor Pierre Baranger, a chemist at the École Polytechnique in 

Paris: "We were very impressed by what we saw and heard, and hope that in the future he 

may be able to co-operate with the Soil Association".722 By the early 1960s, the Soil 

Association appears to have been experiencing some success in Europe, if not in Britain, in 

presenting papers and participating in the activities of bodies focused on nutritional science, 

including the Association Française pour la Récherche de l'Alimentation Normale (AFRAN ), 

supported by the French government,723 and the German-based International Society for 

Research on Nutrition and Vital Substances.724 Although involvement with such organisations 
720E B Balfour, 'The 1949 Show Season: Report to Members', ME, Autumn 1949, p. 19.
721'Haughley Wheats in Nutrition Experiment', ME, January 1960, pp.93-96. The article was entitled 'Growth 
and reproduction of mice fed on wheat grown under different systems of soil management'.
722C Donald Wilson, 'Afran International Conference', ME, October 1960, p.367.
723Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, July 1960, p. 236 and C Donald Wilson, 'Afran International Conference', 
ME, October 1960, pp. 366-367.
724Doris Grant, 'Fifth International Conference on Nutrition and Vital Substances', ME, January 1960, pp. 85-86; 
Professor H A Schweigart, 'Classical Theory of Nutrition – Dynamic Theory of Vital Substances', ME, July 1960, 
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allowed the Soil Association to widen its contacts and maintain a focus on science, it does not 

appear to have led to any greater access to, or influence over, British policymakers.

Lack of success in developing strong and lasting bonds with the British agricultural science 

community was, in part, due to Eve Balfour's and other Soil Association representatives' 

willingness to challenge publicly the authority of, and advice given by, orthodox agricultural 

scientists. As early as 1948, Eve Balfour met with Dr (later Sir) William Ogg, director of the 

Rothamsted Research Centre, then the world-leading research body in soil science. It is not 

clear whether this meeting was part of a Soil Association bid for official endorsement from 

Rothamsted or whether the new organisation simply wished to introduce itself to the 

agricultural science community with a view to being acknowledged as part of it. It may have 

been the latter, since Eve Balfour's report of her visit to Rothamsted includes pointed 

criticism of research methods employed there:

"On the morning of the day I spent with him, Dr Ogg most kindly took me on a 

personally-conducted tour of some of the laboratories at Rothamsted. Some of the work 

being done in them is of very great scientific interest, but I could not help thinking it 

was a pity that the fragmentary laboratory technique was carried into the field 

experiments, where something a little more realistic...would have been of more 

practical use.

Later, I was taken to the farm at my own insistence. I naturally asked to see any 

compost they had been making or any composting experiments that were being done. 

The thing that startled me most was to discover the nature of the material which the 

Rothamsted workers call compost. There is a concrete pit... where straw is soaked with 

water mixed with sulphate of ammonia, and then forked out on to a kind of draining 

board. A second so-called type of compost consists of very large heaps of waste 

material from threshing, simply left to rot by itself. Some so-called compost is also 

made with farmyard manure as its basic ingredient, but even this has sulphate of 

ammonia added to it. None of these 'composts' take less than twelve months to make, 

and even after that period no true decomposition has taken place. The straw is shorter, 

but it is still obviously straw. The beautiful, fine, leaf-mould material – practically soil 

– which we understand as compost is unknown at Rothamsted.

pp. 299-306.
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This means, of course, that any statement of opinion which comes out of Rothamsted, 

as to what compost can or cannot do, and similarly any criticism as to our claims of 

what it can and cannot do, must be the result of second-hand information or else of 

guess-work. They are certainly not the result of any experimental work undertaken 

there."725

In the same issue of Mother Earth that includes Eve Balfour's critical assessment of 

Rothamsted there is brief mention of an invitation from the Farmers' Club for Lord Teviot – 

then Soil Association president – to engage in public debate with Ogg.726 Intermittent contact 

between Rothamsted and the Soil Association was maintained for some years, with several 

key figures from Rothamsted, including Ogg, visiting Haughley in 1948 and recommending a 

series of changes to the research programme with a view to ensuring that Haughley's results 

would be acceptable to agricultural scientists.727 It was not until 1957 that a conclusive breach 

between the two organisations became evident.728 This occurred when Ogg wrote a lengthy 

and critical article in response to the the Soil Association's recently-published report on 

progress of its farm-based research programme at Haughley. In his three-page article, Ogg 

accused the Soil Association of conducting poorly-designed research that was also redundant, 

since adequate trials were underway at Rothamsted.729 Whilst polite in outlining what he 

perceived to be the shortcomings of the Soil Association's research, Ogg did not wish to be 

misunderstood: 

“...one is left with the impression that even if the experiments [at Haughley] were 

continued for a much longer period a statistician would be unable to place much 

reliance on some of them. The special pleading and testimonies of faith do not inspire 

confidence in the absence of bias in the investigation, and it would save both time and 

money if those responsible for Haughley had the scheme examined impartially by a 

competent statistician”.730 

Ogg's article provoked a spirited defence on the part of Soil Association supporters, 

prompting Country Life's editor to devote the equivalent of a full page of the 21 March 1957 

edition to the Haughley controversy. He explained thus: 

725Lady Eve Balfour, 'Tying Up Loose Ends', ME, Spring 1948, pp. 13-14.
726'The Work of the Council', ME, Spring 1948, p. 37. It would seem that this debate never took place.
727 N P Burman "Phosphate Availability" Mother Earth Winter 1949/50. p.15. 
728See Chapter three for discussion of Ogg's attack on Haughley in the 14/02/57 edition of Country Life.
729Sir William Ogg, 'The Haughley Experiment Examined',Country Life, 14/02/57, pp. 276-278.
730Sir William Ogg, 'The Haughley Experiment Examined',Country Life, 14/02/57, p. 277.
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“The recent review by Sir William Ogg, director of the Rothamsted Experimental 

Station, of the Soil Association's report on what is known as the Haughley Experiment 

(a series of tests “to investigate the relationship between soil, plant, animal and man” 

carried out near Haughley in Suffolk) has brought us much correspondence. To publish 

it all would take up several pages of this issue, and we cannot devote so much space to 

the subject. Most of the letters, however, appear to come from members, or supporters, 

of the Soil Association, and repeat the same arguments. We have, therefore, decide to 

publish only one of the letters in full. As it comes from Lady Eve Balfour and Sir Cecil 

Oakes, C.B.E, who have been closely concerned in conducting the experiment, it may 

be regarded as expressing the official reply. We print with it Sir William's further 

comments, which he has written at our invitation, and also his comments on the chief 

points raised by other correspondents”.731

Balfour's and Oakes' letter accused Ogg of inaccuracies and argued that research trials at 

Rothamsted under his direction were inadequate. Although their defense of the Haughley 

research was polite, such an open dispute between Britain's most eminent soil scientist and 

the Soil Association made it abundantly clear to anyone still in doubt that the organic 

movement did not have the support of the scientific establishment. On the other hand, Ogg's 

original article and the subsequent controversy also, naturally, publicised the existence and 

alleged findings of the Haughley Experiment, potentially attracting new supporters whilst 

simultaneously making others more reluctant to take it seriously.

Critique of orthodox science

Ogg's attack on the Haughley Experiment may have been retaliation for what he and other 

leaders within the orthodox science community felt was sustained and unwarranted criticism 

from the Soil Association. The early Soil Association's genuine enthusiasm for science was 

far from unreserved. Just as noticeable as its voracious appetite for news of scientific 

developments, was its frequent and trenchant criticism of what it perceived to be "wrong" 

science; often described as "fragmented" science. Chemistry, particularly commercially-

focused applied chemistry, was the organic movement's primary enemy and the Soil 

Association did not pull its punches when it came to critiquing agricultural science's reliance 

on what organic supporters viewed as overly-simplistic explanations of soil and its 

functioning. Agricultural science's then-almost exclusive focus on inorganic nutrients – 
731'The Haughley Experiment', Country Life, 21/03/57, p. 548. Balfour's and Oakes' letter was reprinted in the 
April 1957 edition of Mother Earth, pp. 829-830.
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particularly, nitrogen and phosphorus – to explain plant growth was not only woefully 

inaccurate and unsophisticated, according to the Soil Association, it was also dangerous 

because it encouraged farming practices that led to soil degradation and, thus, to poorer 

quality crops and livestock. However, although the early Soil Association was deeply 

interested in science, the "anti-science" accusation cannot be dismissed. At a fundamental 

level, the early Soil Association did not accept orthodox post-war science as the source of 

true answers to questions about soil, health and the functioning of the natural world. Simply 

put, Eve Balfour and other organic supporters did not believe in science in the way the 

scientific community expected them to. The organic movement refused to accept science as 

infallible and sought to engage in debate about fundamentals in a manner the agricultural 

scientific community either could not or would not. At the heart of the early Soil 

Association's criticisms of science was a conviction that for science to be good science – 

what the Soil Association often called "whole" science – it must respect natural processes and 

natural limits. Organic farmer Ralph Coward described his position thus:

"I have no objection to science, but I do object to those 'scientists' who speak as if they 

had all the 'facts', for, like the rest of us, they are liable to make many mistakes.... My 

experience as a farmer has taught me that the natural processes, if only we study them 

intelligently, are more efficient than artificial substitutes... I believe, moreover, that they 

are the right processes, in the sense that they are the ones we are meant to follow".732

Alongside this qualified enthusiasm for science and a desire to be a part of the scientific 

community, the early Soil Association was highly critical of what it judged to be poorly 

thought-out science. In particular, it was disturbed by the dominance of chemistry over 

biology and the rush to transform results of scientific research into commercial products. 

Jorian Jenks, first editor of Mother Earth , lamented the commercialisation of science in a 

1960 editorial, contrasting it with the organic movement's “quest for whole truth”:

"It is not so very long since the agricultural scientist was regarded as a somewhat 

academic person, well-meaning, of course, but of no great practical significance. Today 

he is inundated with demands from the technical world for a solution to this or that 

problem, his researches being regarded as a set of slot machines for the production of 

quick answers....

732Ralph Coward, 'Organic Farming Comes Naturally', ME, Spring 1950, p. 38.
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Members of the Soil Association will have no difficulty in recognizing behind this 

upsurge of agricultural technology, the deliberate fragmentation of science in order that 

selected discoveries can meet the needs of expediency and help to swell industrial 

turnover. They will not necessarily condemn the chemical industry for seeking 

expanding markets and greater profits, or farmers and growers for buying its products 

as quick solutions to their problems....But they will no doubt contrast the aims and 

methods of research such as we have described with those adopted at Haughley and at 

some of the official research stations, where the quest is for the whole truth. They 

cannot but deplore the extent to which technology is using one of man's most powerful 

weapons, science, as a means of ignoring the canons of good husbandry and of evolving 

narrow-based, highly specialized, chemicalized systems of production. Such systems 

are clearly forcing agriculture and horticulture farther and farther away from the broad-

based, richly diversified pattern of Nature".733

Science had proved largely incapable of dealing with anything "incalculable" or 

"unmeasurable", argued Jenks, a decade earlier:734 "...any suggestion that the farm is not a 

factory but a society of living creatures is brushed aside as 'romanticism'. ...those who now 

try to point out that better living conditions for soil workers735 may be more effective in 

easing the human food situation than injections of synthetic N.P.K are stigmatized as 

'mystics' whose unproven theories prejudice the world's food supply".736 The early Soil 

Association often attacked applied chemistry and other examples of what it called 

"fragmented" science by questioning the fundamental processes involved in, or the safety of, 

an apparent scientific advance. In 1948, the Soil Association queried orthodox agricultural 

science's refusal to accept the possibility that substances within soil and/or compost might 

confer immunity against certain pests and diseases to crops. How could science refuse to 

consider such a theory whilst at the same time acknowledging that certain newly-developed 

"systemic" insecticides passed on their toxicity to plants?737 The following year, Jorian Jenks 

argued that agricultural science had failed fundamentally to understand how plants absorb 

nutrients, and had, therefore, developed fertilizers that were, to a great extent, ineffective and 

possibly injurious to soil quality.738 Similarly, the winter 1949/50 edition of Mother Earth 

733Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, October 1960, pp.349-350.
734 Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, Summer 1949, pp. 2-4.
735 By 'soil workers' Jenks meant the microbiological components of the soil.
736 Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, Summer 1949, pp. 4-5
737'Transmission of Toxicity', ME, Autumn 1948, p.19.
738Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, Autumn 1949, pp. 4-5.
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included an article questioning the safety of milk pasteurisation and sterilisation. It provided 

detail about experiments with rats and cats that appeared to suggest that consumption of 

sterilized and/or pasteurized milk resulted in a deterioration in the health of the rats and cats.
739 

The general view of the early Soil Association was that biology held the key to genuine 

scientific enlightenment, not reductive chemistry or physics, the latter with its links to 

engineering and technology. As Eve Balfour described it: "biology, hitherto the most 

neglected of sciences, is the most important of them all, for while we have learned how to use 

the sciences of physics and chemistry to produce material things and to bring about mass 

destruction, we have patently failed to solve the problems of how to live in harmony with 

ourselves, with each other, or with our surroundings".740 Organic supporters of the period had 

a noticeable tendency to view biology, and any solutions it might come up with to deal with 

agricultural pests and diseases, as benign, especially when compared to the highly-visible and 

indiscriminate effects of the then-new insecticide sprays produced by the agri-chemical 

industry. The emerging field of ecology, which is the study of organisms and their 

environment(s), held particular appeal since organic supporters already subscribed to what 

was, essentially, an ecological view of the world and humanity's place within it. A quote from 

Sir Albert Howard printed on the cover of the summer 1950 edition of Mother Earth summed 

up the organic perspective: "The crucial test of real scientific achievement is whether it 

recognises and respects the supremacy of Mother Earth..."741 Such a statement is, essentially, 

a spiritual or at least a sentimental expression of the argument that lies at the heart of 

orthodox ecological science: that humanity is a part of, not outside of, a global system of 

interdependence with all other species and natural processes.

The ecological perspective of the early Soil Association was one of its strongest and most 

clearly articulated features and today its embrace of key concepts of ecological science seems 

prescient and much less a challenge to the status quo. However, it was challenging at the 

time. The early Soil Association also had a tendency to drift from the language of ecology, 

with its biological notion of a world in which everything is connected and interdependent, 

into the language of natural philosophy and, indeed, into what can only be described as 

religion. Indeed, Veldman argues that the Soil Association's understanding of ecological 

739'Heat-Treatment of Milk: Effect on nutrition cycle', ME, Winter 1949/50, pp.34-36.
740E B Balfour, 'Taking Stock', ME, Winter 1948/49, p.6.
741Albert Howard, quote from article by Howard published in Organic Gardening magazine, August 1945, 
reprinted on front cover of Mother Earth, Summer 1950. 
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science was only partial and, essentially, romantic: “This new discipline was perceived as a 

means of restoring a holistic perspective to science. With ecology at its center, a reformed 

holistic science would highlight the dangers of modern methods of agriculture and would 

vindicate the Soil Association's approach”.742 In this way, once again, the early Soil 

Association typifies the European and North American New Age religious movement of the 

second half of the twentieth century. In his description of New Age religion's relationship 

with science, Hanegraaff could be mistaken for discussing the early Soil Association: “They 

see themselves as the avant-garde of scientific progress: pioneers of a radical new 

worldview”. He adds: “... although ... strongly interested in disseminating new scientific 

facts, they consider these not as goals in themselves. Their guiding motivation is the search 

for a new worldview”.743 Although the Soil Association insisted that it believed in and 

supported science, there were times when its criticisms of the shortcomings of orthodox 

science went beyond constructive questioning and/or enthusiastic support for emerging 

ecological concepts, and devolved into a general dismissal of the benefits or value of 

scientific progress. Such negative views were often expressed by Soil Association members 

in the form of letters published in Mother Earth. More than one letter questioning the wisdom 

of the Haughley Experiment went on to wonder whether there was any value at all in 

scientific research.744 The anti-science attitude of one Soil Association member was even 

expressed in poetry. Two poems by Miss Hobart-Hampden were published in Mother Earth, 

including "The Missing Item" (written with the tune of the nursery rhyme Humpty-Dumpty 

in mind):

"A CATALOGUE of all the bits

It not too much for science' wits,

We've got them neatly tabulated,

BUT – as the nursery tale narrated -

For all our carefulness in packing

742 Veldman, Fantasy, p.261.
743 Hanegraaff, New Age Religion, p.64.
744 See chapter three for quotes from letters questioning the purpose and validity of scientific research and its 
findings. Even Jorian Jenks, usually so scrupulous in acknowledging science's strengths – generally as a prelude 
to examining its weaknesses - occasionally suggested that science offered nothing of value to agriculture: 
"There is, it must be confessed, a certain amount of truth in the rather cynical observation that all that 
agricultural science has done so far is to discover abstract explanations for practices which farmers and 
gardeners worked out for themselves long ago" Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, Spring 1948, p.4.
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He won't sit up. There's something lacking.

'Could it be life?' I sometimes wonder

If we have made an awful blunder

In giving, as some people say,

No weight to Things we cannot weigh, 

In thinking they are daft to treasure

An Item which we cannot treasure."745

As explored earlier in this chapter, a strong New Age religious element existed within the 

early Soil Association and this contributed to the scientific community's fears that the organic 

movement was made up of people whose views were indefensible or unintelligible. From the 

perspective of orthodox science, the early Soil Association could be dismissed as an 

organisation that prized religious mysticism and mystery over scientific fact and, thus, was an 

organisation with which it was impossible to communicate and negotiate. Was the early Soil 

Association fundamentally anti-science? On the one hand, it was itself engaged in what it 

viewed to be scientific research, it had many members who were sincerely interested in the 

results of scientific study pertaining to nutrition and agriculture, and its publications drew 

attention to relevant advances in biology and chemistry. On the other hand, the early Soil 

Association was not an organisation fully open to and supportive of science. Its leaders and 

members feared the impact of orthodox scientific approaches on agricultural practice and on 

the natural world, and the Soil Association continuously sought to warn the world of the 

dangers posed by "fragmented" science. Such a critical or wary approach to science is 

noteworthy, expressed as it was during the post-war years when the influence of science over 

industry and policy was of unprecedented strength. The importance of religious belief to Eve 

Balfour and many others active in the Soil Association should not be discounted: Eve and the 

organisation she led had a tendency to submit science to religion and to employ scientific 

facts and findings as proof or evidence to support religious beliefs.

745 Miss Hobart-Hampden, 'Correspondence: The Missing Item', ME, Autumn 1949, p. 51. See also the poem 
“Life” by Hobart-Hampden in 'Correspondence', ME, Spring 1950, p.54.
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Conclusion

From the moment the Soil Association was born there were people ready to attack it. That 

such strong and pointed criticism came so soon after the Soil Association’s creation suggests 

that the organic movement already had a reputation for unconventional and unscientific belief 

– “muck and mystery”. While Eve Balfour did much to perpetuate the religious tenor of the 

Soil Association, she was not the originator of unconventional religious belief within the 

wider organic movement. The likes of Gerard Wallop, Rolf Gardiner, Walter James and other 

important figures within the pre-Second World War British organic movement held religious 

beliefs that often included esoteric and/or mystical elements not unrelated to the New Age 

ideas that Eve Balfour would explore during the post-war decades.746

Although the Soil Association had some success in the late 1940s and early 1950s in 

attracting the attention of orthodox science, the “muck and mystery” tag was present from the 

outset and never shaken off fully. The Soil Association made efforts in its first few years to 

present scientific arguments and to promote itself as a scientifically-respectable organisation. 

However, its membership and its leader, Eve Balfour, simultaneously expressed doubts about 

the wisdom of conventional science and occasionally indicated in print an interest in 

religious/ spiritual ideas that were not compatible with either scientific orthodoxy or Church 

of England practice and belief. Eve Balfour’s and others' use of the term “living soil” and 

reverent references to the mysteries of “life” did not assist the Soil Association in bringing 

the organic movement in from the cold, despite the determined conventionality of the 

organisation’s structure, with its council, panel of experts, quarterly journal, network of local 

groups and engagement with what today would be termed ‘stakeholders’, in the form of 

farmers, gardeners, agricultural scientists, the media and, at times, members of the political 

class. By the mid-1950s orthodox agricultural scientists in Britain appear to have been in 

agreement that the Soil Association was an organisation for the credulous and/or the deluded, 

and that it was led by an eccentric aristocrat with a weak grasp of science and a strong 

interest in “unfounded beliefs”.This was the term Ogg used in his scathing February 1957 

review of the special issue of Mother Earth dedicated to the Haughley research.747 Ogg’s 

review in Country Life magazine can be regarded as a tangible record of the frustration 

orthodox scientists felt when confronted by the persistent and seemingly-misguided views of 

an organisation whose members had neither the knowledge nor the respect for science 
746 Webb refers to Wallop, Gardiner and Westlake as “illuminated farmers” in order to highlight their way of 
combining agricultural practice with an interest in esotericism. Webb, The Occult Establishment, p.103.
747 Sir William Ogg, 'The Haughley Experiment Examined, Country Life, 14/02/57, p.278.
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necessary to engage in relevant debate. Faced with statements scientists felt were vague 

and/or confusing, and replete with philosophical and/or mystical suggestion, the agricultural 

science community appears to have given up engaging with the organic movement. In the 

mid-1960s, one of the most pre-eminent soil scientists, Sir John Russell, categorised the Soil 

Association, and the British organic movement more broadly, as propagating “neo vitalist” 

ideas and described Eve Balfour as a “a most persuasive propagandist”. Russell also argued 

that one of the most significant figures in the foundation of British organic theory and 

practice, and one generally depicted by the organic movement as being respected by his 

scientific peers, the compost guru Albert Howard, had been under the sway of neovitalist 

ideas: “[Howard] recognized the need of supplementing the soil resources, but maintained 

that this could be done only with materials that had been part of or associated with living 

plants or animals and retailed some vital principle essential to health”, wrote Russell. He 

implied that Howard's promotion of indefensible neovitalist concepts of soil management 

prior to and during the Second World War was continued by the Soil Association after it.748

The Soil Association recognised the gulf between it and orthodox science, and often rejected 

orthodox science in return, as Jorian Jenks implies in a 1962 editorial: “One reason, perhaps 

the most important one, why the Organic Movement has so often found itself at loggerheads 

with a considerable proportion of the scientific fraternity is that it uses a different set of 

optical instruments (figuratively speaking), as well as different sets of human faculties and 

values”.749  Horace Herring relates a story that offers a glimpse of the strength of feeling from 

the other, orthodox side of the dispute. He describes the reaction of Douglas MacEwan, the 

first secretary of The Conservation Society to the decision that Eve Balfour would give the 

address at the public launch of the Society in November 1966:

“... as founder of the Soil Association, [she] was well-known to traditional 

conservationists, but here views on organic farming were anathema to the scientific 

community. MacEwen, as an agricultural research scientist, had qualms. He said: 'I 

have to confess that the decision to invite Lady Eve caused me some private heart-

searching because I had been brought up in the orthodox Scottish and English Soil 

Science tradition in which mention of Lady Eve was like summoning up the Devil in a 

748 Sir John Russell, 'Chapter XVI: Research at the Colleges: Individual and unofficial research organizations' in A 
History of Agricultural Science in Great Britain: 1620-1954 (George Allen & Unwin, 1966), pp. 467-468.
749 Jorian Jenks, 'Editorial Notes', ME, January 1962, p. 15.
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medieval monastery. My chief at the Macauley Institute in Scotland... instilled in me a 

contempt for the Soil Association and its tenets”.750

As Virginia Payne’s work indicates, by the early 1970s the Soil Association’s reputation for 

quackery was seen, by some members, as a serious hindrance to the organisation's further 

progress. Yet it was not until the early 1980s that control of the Soil Association was fully 

wrested from Eve Balfour and her allies. Whether all the new leaders of the organisation were 

free themselves of unconventional religious and spiritual beliefs is doubtful;751 however, they 

appear to have understood the importance of downplaying spiritual and religious belief when 

presenting the Soil Association to policymakers and the public. As both Clunies-Ross and 

Conford suggest, such beliefs were relegated to the background as part of the Soil 

Association’s efforts during the 1980s to professionalise its approach and make its messages 

more palatable.752

Did the early Soil Association’s predilection for “mysticism”, “mystery” and “unfounded 

belief” damage its public image insofar as discouraging individuals and organisations from 

joining (or joining forces with) the organisation and/or giving serious consideration to its 

arguments? The answer to this question must be yes. Although it was acceptable during the 

post-war years for individuals in Eve Balfour’s position to have religious faith and to be 

committed church or chapel-goers, it was not acceptable to hold occult and esoteric beliefs 

whilst simultaneously engaging in scientific debate. The ‘dubious’ nature of Eve Balfour’s 

and others’ beliefs –and the Soil Association’s apparent willingness to accept them – could 

and were used to undermine the organisation. It is unlikely, however, that it was only the Soil 

Association’s religious atmosphere that disturbed the agricultural science and agri-chemical 

community, at least initially. The potential strength of the Soil Association’s warning about 

the risks posed by a chemical and industrial approach to agriculture as well as the media's and 

the public's interest are likely to have been the real concern of the likes of Ogg, Russell, other 

agricultural scientists and agri-chemical manufacturers. The short-lived intellectual challenge 

posed by the early Soil Association in the first decade following the end of the Second World 

750 Horace Herring, 'The Conservation Society: Harbinger of the 1970s Environment Movement in the UK', 
Environment and History, 7 (2001), p. 389.
751Several among those who took over leadership of the Soil Association in the late 1970s and early 1980s were 
involved in and/or had an interest unconventional religious and spiritual movements, including the ideas of 
George Gurkiejeff and biodyanamic farming. See Conford, 'Somewhere Quite Different', and his forthcoming 
book on the history of the British organic movement during the second half of the twentieth century.
752 Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', pp. 87-88; Conford, 'Somewhere Quite Different', pp. 218-219, and 
references in a draft chapter focusing on 'Christian influences on organicist thought', from a forthcoming book 
on the British organic movement during the second half of the twentieth century.
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War to the proponents of modern agriculture was more substantial than has often been 

recognised. By the late 1950s, the agricultural science and agri-chemical communities may 

have recognised that they had won the battle, but early in the decade they were not sure. As 

Clunies-Ross asserts, the “chemical versus humus debate” of the 1940s and early 1950s was a 

far more open one than is generally recalled. Conford's research implies a similar conclusion.
753 This reading of events is confirmed by none other than bastion of orthodox soil science, 

John Russell, whose 1966 history of British agricultural science acknowledged drily that 

fertiliser manufacturers were “somewhat perturbed” by the establishment of the Soil 

Association, and asked the Royal Society of Arts to “appoint an impartial authoritative 

committee which would issue a statement on the properties of artificial fertilizers”. However, 

this proved unnecessary, according to Russell, because British farmers failed to adopt organic 

practices.754 While Russell does not present the Soil Association as having mounted a 

lengthy, successful attack on orthodox challenge, his admission that the agri-chemical 

industry felt that, for a time, it posed a threat is significant. It should come as no surprise that 

the unconventional religious atmosphere of the Soil Association was identified as a weakness 

and exploited by its critics. The rumour of unconventional religious/ spiritual belief was a 

convenient stick with which to beat the organisation, a way of dismissing its arguments in a 

single stroke. However, it is important to consider the possibility that the “muck and 

mystery” smear concealed an underlying fear on the part of the agricultural science 

community and agri-chemical industry, that there might be some truth to organic arguments 

about the damaging effects of, first, inorganic fertilisers and, later, pesticides and other 

biocides.

753 Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', pp. 123, 132, 147, Conford, Front line, p. 71.
754 Russell, History of Agricultural Science, pp. 467-468.
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Conclusion: The nature of Eve Balfour's contribution 

Days before she died in January 1990, Eve Balfour was awarded an OBE. This was a tangible 

sign that the decades she had spent promoting organic food and farming had not been 

forgotten,755 and it reinforced other, recent signs that her message lived on, not least various 

television, radio and print interviews about her and her career conducted during the late 

1980s. As Brander and Clunies-Ross both emphasise, at the time of Eve's death, the Soil 

Association's fortunes had been on the rise for several years and policy makers' and public 

acceptance of organic arguments was growing stronger.756

The nature of Eve Balfour's 'organic contribution'

In assessing Eve Balfour's career as an organic campaigner and her contribution to the early 

organic food and farming movement, the clearest and strongest conclusion is that her tenacity 

and inspirational leadership were significant forces in ensuring, first, the creation and then the 

survival of the Soil Association during the post-war decades. No single individual is ever 

responsible for the success of a group or movement; however, individuals can lend a 

movement – especially a small one - strength and vigour. Eve offered exactly that to the post-

war organic movement in Britain, continuing to forge ahead through the 'wilderness' years of 

the 1950s and 1960s when industrial, chemical-based agriculture was supported by the state, 

science and commerce. From 1952, the Soil Association was 'preaching' its organic message 

in the face of a state that was subsidising farmers' use of the very inorganic fertilisers of 

which the organic movement was so suspicious.757 Eve Balfour's belief in the soundness and 

the profound importance of organic arguments was instrumental in keeping the research 

project at Haughley and the Soil Association going at a time when warnings about the 

potential threats posed by industrial farming were not yet politically acceptable. Certainly, it 

took enormous determination and self-belief to soldier on in the face of repeated financial 

crises.

755Consultation with the Honours and Appointments Secretariat in the Cabinet Office confirms that Eve was 
awarded an OBE on 30/12/89 as part of the 1990 New Year Honours list. However, there is no reference in any 
of the Secretariat's documentation or in the January-March edition of the London Gazette of the reason for 
Eve's OBE. It seems safe to assume her nomination was for services to organic agriculture/ campaigning or 
similar, however, this seems not to have been noted in surviving files. Private telephone conversation, 
29/10/10, with an unnamed member of staff at the Honours and Appointments Secretariat. The London  
Gazette, 1 (1990), p.11 includes E B Balfour in its “Index of Honours, Decorations and Medals”, but the Gazette  
index offers no annotation about the reasons for individual honours.
756Brander, Eve Balour, pp. 221-225; Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', pp. 350-351, 354-358.
757The introduction of fertiliser subsidy was a significant factor in the huge increase in fertiliser use by British 
farmers during the 1950s. Martin, Modern Agriculture, p.80; Clunies-Ross, 'Agricultural Change', pp. 98-99.
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As this thesis has explored, Eve Balfour's determination – sustained over decades – to lead an 

organisation that presented organic agriculture as the 'right' way to farm was fed by a deep 

and unconventional religious belief. Having been raised within the context of classic 

Spiritualism, Eve's faith evolved into what, in retrospect, can be seen as New Age belief 

typical of that practised in Britain during the 1950s-1970s period. One aspect of Eve's 

religious belief was the concept of individuals acting as “agents of change” in order to assist 

in the spiritual evolution of humanity;758 there is circumstantial evidence to suggest that this is 

the meaning Eve, and others, ascribed to her role as leader of the Soil Association. Certainly, 

long-standing Soil Association member and chronicler of Eve Balfour's life, Mary Langman, 

came to the conclusion that Eve viewed herself in this way: “To me the main point of putting 

together an account of Eve's life is to show that she was an 'agent of change'... This is how I 

think she saw herself”.759 

It is not a coincidence that Eve Balfour's central role in the establishment and leadership of 

the early Soil Association is remembered, and celebrated, by the organisation to this day. For 

many years, she embodied the Soil Association's greatest strengths, and was undeterred in 

spreading the organic message despite its dismissal by agricultural scientists, farming leaders, 

and policy makers – and the indifference of most of the public. With enthusiasm and a 

positive approach, much of Eve Balfour's power as a charismatic leader came from her 

capacity to inspire others. She was one of the post-war organic movement's most important 

assets. Yet her New Age religious belief was also a weakness, allowing the credibility of the 

Soil Association to be questioned, even mocked. Like many religiously-minded people, Eve 

seems not to have recognised, or at least to have under-estimated, the extent to which her 

New Age perspective – including her belief in a 'living' soil – was thoroughly rejected by 

orthodox science. In 1957, the Soil Association applied for £10,000 from the Agricultural 

Research Council in order to ensure continuation of the Haughley Experiment, and was 

turned down.760 This was the same year that one of the world's most eminent soil scientists, 

William Ogg, publicly denounced the Haughley Experiment and accused the Soil Association 

of peddling “unfounded beliefs”. How was it possible that leaders of the Soil Association 

during this period believed they had any chance of securing funding from the orthodox 

agricultural science community? Eve Balfour and others within the Soil Association appear to 

758Eve expressed this concept several times in her writing including this statement: “All the great spiritual 
teachers of the world have been ... God-centred conscious agents of the spirit”. Eve Balfour, undated letter to 
an unnamed Soil Association member, probably in the late 1960s/ early 1970s, E&MB.
759Mary Langman, 'Life of Eve Balfour: Notes by Mary Langman', 04/05/93, p. 2.
760Clunies-Ross. “Agricultural Change” p.84.
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have denied, for many years, the implications of the gulf between them and orthodox 

agricultural scientists and agricultural policy makers.

As both chief strength and chief weakness of the early Soil Association, Eve Balfour's 

contribution to the organisation is necessarily more complex than the simplistic image 

generally presented by today's Soil Association. Such exercises in simplifying the 

complexities of founders' contribution is something many campaigning organisations engage 

in, and they are probably often necessary. This thesis represents an attempt to explore and 

offer some explanation of the complexities – even contradictions - of Eve Balfour's 

contribution to the post-war organic movement in Britain. Take, for instance, the question of 

Eve Balfour's response to far-right elements within the organic movement. In the course of 

my research I found no evidence that Eve Balfour ever confronted directly the far-right 

beliefs of some organic supporters. For years, she worked with the Soil Association's editor 

Jorian Jenks, whose involvement with Mosley's fascist movement continued into the 1950s,761 

and she was friendly with others whose political leanings have attracted suspicion, not least 

Rolf Gardiner and Gerard Wallop. Yet it is clear that Eve did not share Jenks', Gardiner's, 

Wallop's and others' far-right politics. In particular, she had no time for anti-Semitism, even 

during the politically-extreme days of the mid-late 1930s. Eve Balfour's political stance 

appears to have been conservative, although she had little interest in party politics. Religious 

belief of a New Age nature is the prism through which Eve Balfour viewed the world, not 

'earthly' politics. Bearing this in mind, I would argue that a notable legacy of Eve Balfour's 

leadership of the early Soil Association was an unspoken but significant shift away from the 

“blood and soil” politics of organic thinkers such as Wallop, Jenks and James, and a 

complementary development, even a 'flowering', of a “muck and mystery”-style spirituality. 

Without acknowledging that such a change was underway, Eve Balfour's leadership of the 

Soil Association had the effect of encouraging a post-war dissipation of the angry, far-right 

tone of the British organic movement, most clearly expressed by Wallop in his two polemics 

761Jorian Jenks was a member of the British Union of Fascists (BUF). He was a BUF leader in Horsham, West 
Sussex, stood for public office as a BUF candidate and wrote a 'farmer's diary' for the BUF newspaper Action. 
Jenks contributed to the development of BUF agricultural and rural policy and is thought to have been among 
several hundred fascists interned for part of the war – probably from spring 1940 - by the British Government 
under Defence Regulation 18B of the Emergency Powers Act. He continued to support Mosley after the war, 
by which time he was employed by the Soil Association. See Richard Moore-Colyer, 'Towards 'Mother Earth': 
Jorian Jenks, Organicism, the Right and the British Union of Fascists', Journal of Contemporary History, 39:3 
(2004), pp. 353-371. Ongoing research by Philip Coupland should provide substantial new insights into the life 
and career of Jorian Jenks. According to Coupland, Jenks did not become a member of Mosley's post-war 
movement, however, he did provide it with some assistance. Private email correspondence with Philip 
Coupland, November 2010.
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Famine in England and Alternative to Death. In its place, Eve Balfour's leadership nurtured 

the organic movement's already-noticeable penchant for visionary spirituality and the 

attribution of cosmic meaning to material events.762

Finally, in addition to demonstrating Eve Balfour's central role in the history of the post-war 

British organic movement, evidence presented in this thesis also suggests that Eve Balfour 

should be considered as having played a part – perhaps a minor one – in the development of 

New Age religion in Britain. As a member of several New Age networks and as someone 

whose New Age belief evolved out of Spiritualism, the religious life of Eve Balfour – not to 

mention her sister Mary – is clearly relevant to ongoing efforts by historians of religion to 

understand the nature and emergence of New Age religion in Britain.

New perspectives on the early Soil Association

While the focus of this thesis is on the career of Eve Balfour and her contribution to the 

British organic movement, the evidence presented also offers insights into the early Soil 

Association. One of the clearest conclusions arising from this thesis is that the early Soil 

Association was a health-focused organisation, not an agricultural organisation. While 

farmers and horticulturalists were among its members, the majority did not grow food or raise 

livestock on a commercial scale and their primary reason for membership was an interest in 

nutrition. Organic farming was viewed as playing a crucial role in the maintenance and 

enhancement of nutritional quality of all foodstuffs and, thus, the purpose of the Soil 

Association was to promote the optimisation of human health via organic agriculture. 

Farming was a means to an end for members of the early Soil Association, the ultimate goal 

being superior physical health and vitality.

A second conclusion that can be drawn is that the early Soil Association was a hugely 

ambitious organisation for at least its first fifteen years, despite this period corresponding 

with the development of agricultural policies and practices that firmly embedded industrial 

agriculture as the state-sanctioned and only truly economically-viable approach to producing 

food in Britain. The enthusiasm of the early Soil Association seems perverse unless the 

embrace of industrial farming and the corresponding indifference and, indeed, eventual 

comprehensive rejection of organic arguments by farmers, the agricultural establishment, and 

policymakers is understood to have taken time – some years - to be recognised fully and 
762I do not suggest that this was a conscious aspect of Eve Balfour's leadership of the Soil Association, rather 
that the shift away from far right politics and toward New Age-style spirituality was a natural consequence of 
her influence over the culture of the organisation.
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implemented. It seems unlikely that the Soil Association and its members were alone in 

failing to grasp that the proponents of industrial agriculture had won the battle, or were in the 

midst of securing a decisive victory. The organic movement, along with the wider farming 

community, the media, and even the agri-chemical sector, took time to interpret the impact of 

the 1947 Agriculture Act and other policy developments that had the combined effect of 

entrenching an industrial approach to agriculture. In hindsight, the 1947 Act is understood by 

historians as the spur – long-awaited by orthodox agricultural scientists and agricultural 

economists - that guaranteed the rise in Britain of a fully-commercialised form of industrial 

agriculture. Yet its impact was not nearly so easy to interpret at the time. Thus, the early Soil 

Association was able to maintain an ambitious and positive attitude about its prospects well 

into the 1950s, especially as it was under the leadership of a charismatic aristocrat whose 

vision for the organisation was on a global scale.

Finally, I argue that the history of the early Soil Association has stronger connections to the 

post-war development of New Age religion in Britain, and the related 'alternative' health 

community, than it does to the history of post-war far right politics/ fascism. There is no 

doubting the significant influence of far right and/or fascist sympathisers on the nascent 

organic movement prior to, and during, the Second World War. However, the contribution of 

far-righters to the activities of the early Soil Association was minimal. The obvious exception 

is Jorian Jenks, whose 'voice' as editor of Mother Earth, until 1963 was a strong one. 

Nevertheless, even in the case of Jenks it is possible to argue that the politically and/or 

socially unpalatable ideas of the far right are notable by their absence. In the pages of Mother  

Earth, Jenks wrote forcefully and eloquently about the wisdom of organic concepts and he 

was unabashed in his criticism of agricultural policy and, indeed, of wider economic policy in 

post-war Britain. However, Jenks did not use Mother Earth as a vehicle for discussing far-

right social and/or racial arguments. The early Soil Association did not endorse, or even 

discuss, visions of an organic future akin to the “blood and soil” philosophy of far-right 

organic thinkers of the 1930s and 1940s. These are conspicuous by their absence. While it is 

true that unpleasant fascist material continued to arrive at the Soil Association's offices after 

Jenks' death,763 Jenks' unacceptable political views appear to have had no influence over the 

organisation and its policies. Why did the early Soil Association steer clear of far right ideas? 

Clearly, these were far less acceptable in the post-war period than they had been prior to the 

war. It is also possible – though this is conjecture – that the Soil Association's leader set the 

763'Philip Conford recalls Bob's friendship and guidance from 1987 onward', The Poet of Ecology. p. 261.
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tone. Eve Balfour did much to assist Jewish refugees during the war and, in the context of her 

private life, was aware of, and apparently accepting of, such 'modern' developments as inter-

racial marriage. Just as the culture of the early Soil Association reflected, to an extent, its 

leader's unconventional religious belief, it may also have reflected its leader's life-long 

tendency to embrace conservatism while ignoring more extreme, far-right solutions to social 

realities. 

The 'secret' about the early Soil Association - if there is one - is patently not a connection to 

the far right, but rather it is its substantial links to New Age religion. With many of its 

members subscribing to notions of a “living” nature and correspondences between earthly 

events and cosmic forces, the early Soil Association did, in fact, have something to kept quiet 

about. While on the one hand the early Soil Association sought to be part of the scientific 

community, on the other it argued that science had misunderstand the fundamental forces at 

work in soil. This degenerated, at times, into complete dismissal by some Soil Association 

members of the power of science to explain anything at all. Eve Balfour is reputed not to 

have been bothered by the “muck and mystery” tag that followed the Soil Association,764 yet 

it is my argument that this reputation damaged the organisation she led. Measuring this 

damage is difficult, but at the very least it seems to have made many suspicious of the Soil 

Association and, possibly, to have prolonged the period during which the organisation was 

kept at arm's length by policymakers. The nature conservation movement, which shared with 

the early Soil Association a respect for ecological science but not a New Age spirituality, 

made great strides in securing approval and funding from government and orthodox science 

during the 1960s through 1980s. Meanwhile, the Soil Association remained on the periphery.

A considerable amount of new material has been presented and discussed in this thesis, 

including: evidence from Eve Balfour's private papers and correspondence about her religious 

belief; letters written by Eve's sister Mary offering insights into Eve's life during the Second 

World War; unpublished and/or privately-published memoirs with new information about the 

activities of the early Soil Association; excerpts from previously-unknown, war-time 

advertisements highlighting Eve's book, The Living Soil; and details about her participation in 

BBC broadcasts from 1944 through the early 1950s. It is clear from the research conducted 

that this new evidence represents only a fraction of the volume that must be available. While 

I have sought to provide a detailed and accurate picture of Eve Balfour's career, there is still 
764In a 1988 interview with Derek Cooper for BBC Radio 4's Food Programme, Eve laughed off the smear: 
“'Crank! Muck and mystery' Mind you, I never minded muck and mystery, because life still is a mystery I 
believe”. Quoted by Brander. Eve Balfour. p.222.
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much to discover. This is even more so the case with regard to the history of the Soil 

Association and the wider British organic food and farming movement. My experience would 

suggest that a large amount of material relevant to historians interested in the British organic 

movement during the twentieth century remains to be identified  - it must be out there. 

In summary, the early Soil Association under the leadership of Eve Balfour had connections 

to a loose and dissident community focused on 'alternative' health, religion and science. 

These connections exacerbated agricultural scientists' and policymakers' resistance to the Soil 

Association's ecological arguments. New Age religious belief encouraged a public image of 

Eve Balfour as a 'crank'. She knew this but with the conviction of many a religious believer 

she underestimated the significance of her marginalisation and its practical and political 

implications. Despite the negative consequences of her unconventional religious belief, Eve 

Balfour gained from it enormous strength, stamina and a sense of purpose, all of which were 

instrumental in her success in keeping the early Soil Association alive until a new generation 

was ready to take over.
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Appendix A: Balfour family correspondence relating to publication of The Paper Chase

Balfour family correspondence demonstrates that while some of Eve's relations were 

supportive of her novel-writing venture, others were less so. 

Eve's mother Betty was supportive as were Aunt Nora (Eleanor Sidwick) and Arthur James 

"Nunkie" Balfour, Eve's favourite uncle and head of the family. In a letter to her niece, Nora 

Sidgwick wrote:

"Just a line to say I have read your novel and admire it greatly. I am not a connoisseur 

in detective novels but of those I have read and remember Paper Chase [sic] strikes 

me as the best....The story is an ingenious one, and very well written. I congratulate 

you heartily. And the serious scenes, as well as the adventurous ones, are well done. I 

shall look forward to the next".765

The response from A J Balfour, was also warm and encouraging, although it also served as a 

reminder that many of the older generation of Balfours viewed the family as one with a 

substantial intellectual, if not literary, heritage:

"A thousand thanks for The Paper Chase! I am sure I shall like it and I hope it will 

prove to be only the first fruit of a long and intelligent series of stories written by H & 

B published (and paid for) by H & S. I note with pleasure the steady improvement 

which marks the character of the family literature. It began in 1879, at a terribly low 

level, with Philosophical Doubt,766 and it developed through the scientific monograph 

of your uncle Frank.767 It then showed signs of the Higher Life in odds and ends of 

biography, travel and theology.768 It has now blossomed into the only kind of writing 

really worth bothering about – that namely which gives much pleasure and no 

instruction! All my congratulation to you and your 'collaborator' to whom I am writing 

under what's officially described as a 'separate cover'".769

765Nora Sidgwick to Eve Balfour, 1927, exact date unknown, E&MB.
766A J Balfour is, here, referring to his own work, published before his political career.
767Frank Balfour died at 31 in a climbing accident. He was a biologist and a year before his death had been 
appointed professor of animal morphology at Cambridge University.
768A J Balfour is refers to a number of works written by various members of the family, including aunts of Eve's. 
One of the best known and loved pieces within the family seems to have been Alice Balfour's account of her 
1894 tour of what became Rhodesia, entitled "12000 Miles in a Covered Wagon".
769A J Balfour to Eve Balfour, April 1927, exact date unknown, E&MB.Eve cherished this response from 'Nunkie' 
and  mentioned it in a 1956 BBC radio broadcast she wrote and delivered about A J Balfour. The talk was 
subsequently published in The Listener magazine. 'Talks File 1 for Balfour, Eve (Lady), 1944-1957. BBC WAC.
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In contrast, the response from Frances Balfour, Eve's aunt by marriage, was stinging. She 

described it as "a humiliating book, when one consider it is written by a descendant of 

Bulwer Lytton", adding "why anyone should think vulgar slang and dreary pages of ill-

educated people wants putting into print I cannot understand".770 Frances Balfour's negative 

response to her niece's book shouldn't be taken too seriously, however. Frances appears to 

have had the sharpest tongue in the family and her letters were often harshly worded. Eve 

doesn't seem to have taken offence. In fact, she wanted to use Frances' condemnation of The 

Paper Chase to market the book. She wrote to her mother Betty about this idea: 

"Frances too gloriously up to expectations... Look here we have a scheme. Somehow 

or other we want that letter to go to the papers, preferably The Daily Mail... I'm afraid 

we cannot send it without permission, but if you were wily enough and said you 

thought the opinion of the older generation who knew what literature ought to be 

should be made known or words to that effect that you could persuade her to let you 

send it... Mary read it to Vernon McKenzie771 who nearly wept over the opportunity. 

Said if we published it the book would be made, it would add thousands to our sales. 

After all why shouldn't we all derive some benefit from her vitriolic tongue."772

770Frances Balfour to Betty Balfour, April 1927, exact date unknown,E&MB. Betty replied to this letter by saying 
that the same criticisms "might equally be applied to Dickens". This prompted Frances to write: "Oswald 
[Frances' son and Eve's first cousin] says 'leave her alone' when I spoke of your audacity in speaking of The 
Paper Chase in the same [illegible word] as Dickens! ... I am not really conversant with Dickens, as we were 
always discouraged from reading him...". Frances Balfour to Betty Balfour, April 1927, exact date unknown, 
E&MB.
771Vernon McKenzie was a Canadian journalist friend of Beb's. He stayed at New Bells during the mid-1920s 
and taught Eve and Beb how to approach publishers and the press.
772Eve Balfour to Betty Balfour, April 1927, exact date unknown, E&MB. There is no evidence that Frances 
Balfour's letter ever reached the newspapers. It seems unlikely Betty Balfour would have consented to such a 
devious plan.
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Appendix B: Eve Balfour's war-time assistance to Jewish refugees

As mentioned briefly in chapter two, Eve Balfour gave assistance to a Jewish refugee, Heinz, during 

at least the first year of the Second World War. She also let New Bells farmhouse to an organisation 

caring for Jewish refugee children, who lived at the house and received training from Eve in 

agricultural work. Below are extensive quotations from war-time 'diary' letters written by Mary 

Balfour, Eve's sister, detailing the relationships she and Eve had with the Jewish refugees staying at 

New Bells Farm during the war. I have not been able to locate any letters written by Eve during the 

war.

Heinz: A Jewish refugee at New Bells

Heinz was from Berlin and seems to have arrived at New Bells a month or two before the Second 

World War began. Initially, he was there with another young Jewish refugee, both having previously 

been housed at a nearby refugee camp. The second refugee returned to the camp shortly after war was 

declared, but Heinz remained.773 Initially, he was not legally allowed to leave the farm and the local 

police took an interest in him. In her weekly war-time letters to their mother, Eve's sister Mary 

frequently wrote about Heinz. In early September 1939 she wrote:

"Poor Heinz had to undergo the inevitable police examination. I was not present, but Eve and 

KC were. Eve said they were as gentle as poss but poor Heinz was nearly in tears by the end. 

They took his camera of course and went thro' all his letters and possessions. What his letters 

can have meant to our British bobby I don't know! But he is philosophical – Heinz I mean – 

says it is much better than going to a concentration camp. And since we have found more 

[radio] news bulletins in German he is happier."774

On 8 September 1939, Mary wrote to her mother: "Heinz is growing fond of us – as we of him – it 

makes the present, sometimes painful situation so much easier." By the end of October, Mary was 

explaining that Heinz had been a furrier in Berlin: "We gather that he is the equivalent to a master 

furrier, but that no Jew or part Jew is now allowed to be 'master' of anything in Germany."775 Eve's 

and Mary's awareness of the brutality of Nazi anti-Semitism is demonstrated by what Mary wrote to 

their mother at the beginning of November 1939:

"The extracts in the papers from the horrible white paper about the German concentration 

camps make me quite sick. I can't help feeling the thousands that have flocked to buy the thing 
773The camp is referred to by Mary Balfour in letters as Claydon Refugee Camp. Claydon is a village close to 
Haughley, where Eve and Mary lived and farmed. In fact, the camp may have been located in Barham, a hamlet 
close to Claydon. Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 31/08/39 and an undated letter clearly written in early 
September 1939, SA. My thanks to Fred and Edna Stilwell for their assistance in clarifying the likely location of 
the camp.
774Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, undated but clearly written in early September 1939, SA.
775Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 27/10-02/11/39, SA.
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did so from a love of sensation rather than any desire to arrive at the truth. As people will say 

"How awful!" on hearing of a brutal murder in the street and then rush to dip their 

handkerchiefs in the blood. Man's insatiable curiosity is responsible for a lot. We listened, read, 

and inwardly digested the reported facts, here, without making any reference, as if by common 

disinclination. We hoped Heinz would neither hear of, nor read them. But that was a vain hope. 

I saw him reading some details the other night. I hardly had to glance at the paper to know – his 

face reflected his feelings too well. That look made me feel worse even than reading the matter. 

I almost feel the details ought to have been deliberately kept from Dr Weiss at Walnut Tree776. 

He is almost a shell shock case himself as a result of these brutalities. In fact, I would say quite 

a shell shock case. I doubt if he will ever get over it. Heinz, thank God, escaped before he 

suffered a concentration camp. But many of his relations did not."777

In early November 1939, Eve made a short trip to London. On her train journey home she made the 

acquaintance of another young Jewish refugee, as Mary related to their mother: "Eve didn't get back 

till about 10.30 after a long and black-out journey, without food. ... The journey was made more 

bearable by her discovering that the only other occupant of her carriage was a German boy from 

Barham House, the Refugee camp at Claydon. A very nice boy she said who had tried hard to get to 

Whittingehame.778 Wasn't it odd! She has asked him over, if he can get a permit."779 The boy did visit 

New Bells, in late November. He was an Orthodox Jew - Heinz was not - and his eating habits proved 

of interest:

"We expected the Jew boy from Bareham House for lunch, but he didn't turn up till about 2 

owing to bus hours behaving in fickle, war-time fashion... It was so amusing when he arrived. 

We all stood up as Eve came in with him and greeted him with conventional graciousness – 

except Heinz. He had undoubtedly been looking forward to his coming, but now that he had 

come... he was filled with suspicion. He rose slowly at the very last moment with a frozen look 

on his face that I was thankful was not for me. It reminded me so acutely of the suspicion one 

feels for ones countrymen abroad. Especially if you are happy and not homesick. I felt it was a 

sign that Heinz was happy here. The newcomer was good looking with a lovely smile and a 

clear skin and remarkable dark eyes. We said come along and have some food. He looked 

awkward for a moment, then explained that he was orthodox. "It's all right," said Eve, "it is 

776During the autumn of 1939 at least, a Dr Weiss from Vienna lived at Walnut Tree farmhouse, which was still 
owned by the ailing Alice Debenham. He sometimes visited New Bells and listened to German language radio 
broadcasts. Whether Dr Weiss' presence at Walnut Tree was an indication of Alice Debenham's own concern 
for Jewish refugees fleeing Hitler or whether she was influenced by Eve and the Balfour family is not known. 
For more on Dr Weiss see Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 22/09/39, SA.
777Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 27/10– 02/11/39, SA.
778The boy Eve met on the train had clearly attempted to gain a place at Whittingehame, the Balfour family 
seat in East Lothian, which was used during the war to house young Jewish refugees.
779 Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 27/10-02/11/39, SA.



266

beef!" Then realised her mistake and said hastily "You can leave the meat." As I said the same 

words, so it came out like a sort of chorus. We passed out to the other room as naturally as we 

could. ... The boy (whose name I can't remember) slid along the bench to his place, at the same 

time slipping on the orthodox black skull cap. ... As soon as the meal was finished the little 

skull cap went back into the pocket. By this time Heinz and his fellow German were talking 

comfortably in their common tongue, Heinz hearing all about the tribunal thro' which the other 

had just passed. It had not been at all alarming and everyone had been kind."780 

Later the same month, Eve's Canadian friend Vernon Mackenzie made a short visit to New Bells, 

having recently travelled through north Africa and Europe. He may have passed on to them disturbing 

information about the extent of Nazi brutality against Jews. Mackenzie had had dealings with British 

intelligence officers operating in Europe and although he did not feel able to tell Eve and Mary 

everything he had heard he seems to have mentioned something related to the Nazi anti-Semitic 

programme: "One thing he did tell us which he asked us not to pass on – he took good care Heinz was 

not in the room at the time – and which therefore I won't write about".781

Mary's letter also suggests that at the time she and Eve were not only supportive of Jews and Zionism, 

but also inclined to be somewhat anti-Arab:

"He [Vernon Mackenzie] put on some records for us (onto our abominable old gramaphone) of 

Arab music without telling us what they were. We listened, half expecting to hear a German 

announcer denouncing Britain. Then out of the gram issued the most appalling wails and 

warblings to the accompanyment [sic] of some string instrument. One was so like someone in 

agonies of pain with intermittent vomiting that we became hysterical with laughter. At the end 

Vernon said every street in Arab towns sounded like that. Every shop that boasts a radio turns 

on this stuff full blast. And the Arabs LOVE IT. The records are made in Germany!"

Through friends such as Vernon Mackenzie and through discussions with Heinz, Eve and Mary were 

exposed to arguments against Zionism. Vernon Mackenzie's criticisms of Palestine appear to have 

been political: "Vernon Mackenzie's impressions about Palestine were depressing. He called it 'the 

most courageous but most pathetic experiment he had ever seen.' He feels it is as near insoluble as it 

can be. According to him we – the British – made three utterly incompatible promises in connection 

with Palestine, and the Balfour declaration was the last one. It seems so appalling to me that this was 

possible." Meanwhile, Heinz's opposition to Zionism had a moral basis. Describing the visit by the 

Orthodox Jewish boy from Claydon Refugee Camp who Eve had met on the train, Mary explained 

Heinz's view on Zionism: 

780 Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 20/11/39, SA.
781 Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 03-09/11/39, SA.
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"We tried to get out of Heinz later what he thought of the boy. But Heinz was very cautious. He 

liked him, but did not agree with him about Palestine. Eve said, naturally he didn't agree with 

him because he [Heinz] is not a Zionist. I gather Heinz' argument was that you couldn't uproot a 

people such as the Arabs from a territory they had dug themselves into for generations. I 

couldn't help thinking it had often been done. But if the argument is valid then the jews' effort 

to get back to Palestine is proof of it – even after all these generations."

Despite the Balfours' concern for Europe's Jews, Eve and Mary do not appear to have known much 

about Jewish religious practices and felt somewhat uncomfortable with Orthodox Judaism. In a letter 

to her mother, Mary discusses Betty's disappointing experience with a Jewish refugee and Mary's own 

ignorance of Orthodox Judaism: "Sorry your Jewish evacuee proved herself malicious – must be 

something wrong. Perhaps she was too acutely aware of unpopularity. Comfort to have her removed. 

Wonder what your two new children will be like. Yes, I too, felt glad Heinz was not orthodox. But 

had he been he would not have been sent here in the first place. I have no idea why they wear the little 

skull cap whilst eating".782

In addition, Balfour family support for Jewish causes does not mean its members were above making 

jokes reliant on Jewish stereotypes or, indeed, listening to and passing on stories about the perceived 

bad manners of Jewish people. In November 1939, Mary's and Eve's older sister Eleanor (Nell) visited 

New Bells and described her recent return to England from Kenya. "We were thrilled by Nell's 

amazing story of her voyage home. It ought to be made into a ballad. We laughed ourselves sick over 

it. I was glad Heinz was absent that night (Sat) for she would never have told some details in front of 

him."783

Until close to the end of 1939 Heinz was largely restricted to New Bells farm, except for special 

occasions. But he had clearly become a member of the farm 'family'. One Saturday in late November 

a group from New Bells went to Ipswich to see a film. Heinz was included: 

"AA lend us the 'ambulance' ... Eve got a permit for Heinz and as soon as we could get ready 

after lunch we went.... Going home in the blackout, six of us in the car, we had a typical family 

discussion about the film, which I think Heinz must have enjoyed. The whole expedition had 

been a good cheque [sic] for him – he was touchingly happy to be in town again, among crowds 

(such crowds too) but regretted that he couldn't stop to gaze at all the shop windows... Soon I 

782 Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 01-08/12/39, SA.
783 Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 10-19/11/39, SA. In another letter to her mother, dated 01/10/41, Mary 

relates a story told to her by Kitty Drayson, a former resident of New Bells and in 1939 a nurse at Middlesex 
Hospital. Kitty told Mary that wealthy Jewish patients refused to share luxury foods such as oranges with 
fellow patients who were in a worse state than themselves. The story is a recital of the well-known 
stereotype that Jewish people only look out for themselves.
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hope his tribunal will make him free to go where he pleases. He was anxious to know how 

much it cost to go Ipswich by bus or train.".784

A couple of weeks after the cinematic outing, Heinz went before a judge in Ipswich and was granted 

freedom to travel, although he initially remained living and working at New Bells, into 1940. Mary's 

account of the tribunal demonstrates that Eve helped Heinz navigate the legal system. In a letter entry 

dated 7 December 1939 Mary wrote, in a self-congratulatory and patriotic tone:

"Now quickly a word about today. Heinz's Tribunal. I went with him and Eve to Ipswich to do 

some shopping. ... We arranged to meet at one o'clock at the Milk Bar, not knowing when 

Heinz would be called for his ordeal. The Tribunal started at 10.30am but he might have to wait 

for hours. About 12 I was buying fancy paper – a commission of Mrs Primmer – at a 

Woolworths counter when I heard the familiar German accent at my elbow – 'Lady Mary?' 

There was Heinz, his face radiant, a free man. It had been a quick ordeal, first on the list – 

indeed no ordeal – Heinz had obviously enjoyed it. From him and later from Eve I got the 

details. A long room – judge at one end, Eve and Heinz (the refugee and his sponsor) at the 

other. Long tables on either side at which sat clerks and plain clothes men. Not a uniform to be 

seen. Everyone kindly and (I could guess) so English. The Judge was ancient, a quiet gentle 

voice, and a smile sweet enough to put any man at his ease. 'A perfect pet' (Eve's phrase) but 

deaf! And Heinz, good German that he is, stood deferentially every time he answered 'Sit 

down! Sit down!' said the judge every time 'please sit down; it is quite informal.' Only a few 

questions asked, chiefly to fill in time while clerks filled in forms. Among others a delicious 

shy English question – 'I understand (glances at letter before him which Eve could just 

recognise as her own) er... that you were expelled from Germany because your... because 

you...er... had a er er an Aryan friend?' There was a titter. Heinz could not follow; the 

interpreter explained the judge meant his fiancée. 'Oh yes,' Heinz agreed, mushy and indeed 

proudly. 'That is correct, my fiancée is Aryan.' Afterwards Eve said 'I couldn't help thinking that 

probably such a tribunal in Germany would be very different.' Heinz nodded significantly 'I 

have thought that too,' he said. 'much times, I have thought that. It was a nice room. And the 

Judge – he was nice – yes.' After lunch we parted, Eve and I for home, Heinz to join a party of 

German refugees he had been invited to. He reached home after we had gone to bed. I shouted 

to him from my shelter when I heard him. He had had a lovely time. He was very happy to feel 

himself a free man. 'I shall remember today all my life' he said. 'I'm so very glad to hear you say 

that' I called back. He added quickly 'But it is also very good to come back here again – yes.' 

His tone showed he meant it.".785

784Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour. 25/11 – 01/12/39, SA.
785Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 01- 08/12/39, SA.
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Later in December, Mary tells her mother that Heinz has described his family to her and shown her 

family photos, including a photo of his fiancée: "Suddenly the incredible stupidity of Nazism stuck 

me afresh and I felt quite sick. I was looking at pictures of and hearing about people that make the 

best kind of citizens in any country. Why should they be persecuted?"786 Naturally, Heinz was 

included in New Bells' Christmas celebrations. Eve and Mary gave him a stamp album. Eve also give 

him a dynamo light for the back of his bike, and Beb gave him cigarettes. Mary told her mother he 

had received letters "from his people via Holland and Denmark".787

It is not clear when Heinz left New Bells, since the weekly letters Mary wrote to her mother from the 

beginning of the war until Betty's death in 1942 are incomplete.788 Michael Brander, in his biography 

of Eve Balfour, suggests Heinz may have been interned in 1940. Quoting from letters written by 

Mary, Brander explains that two Germans who had formerly lived and worked at New Bells were 

interned at barracks in Bury St Edmunds. He tells of one, referred to as Hans, successfully getting a 

message through to Eve via a "padre" visiting the camp.789 Whatever happened, Heinz must have left 

New Bells during 1940 since there is no mention of him in letters Mary that wrote during 1941, when 

her weekly letters to her mother resumed.

Jewish children at New Bells

Heinz's departure in 1940 or 1941 did not mark the end of Eve's war-time involvement with Jewish 

refugees. In early 1941, New Bells farmhouse was let to an organisation supporting Jewish refugees 

and a group of children arrived to live there. It is not clear how long they stayed at New Bells, but 

there are suggestions that while they were there Eve taught them agricultural skills and at least some 

of them worked in the dairy.790 Although Eve and Mary were aware of the peril these refugee children 

had escaped and, no doubt, saw themselves as helping the Jewish cause, there are also likely to have 

been financial benefits that came with letting out the farmhouse and training the children in farm 

work.

Mary described their arrival to her mother: "First – the Jews have arrived!!! We have had so many 

false alarms that we had no provisions ready for them and their beds hadn't arrived! We had to put up 

two of ours that had been taken to pieces and Eve provided potatoes and we produced eggs and 

jam....It gave me a leap of pleasure to see a chink of light thro' a not perfectly blacked out window. 

786Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 18-23/12/39, SA
787 Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 28- 29/12/39, SA.
788I have found only a couple of fragments of letters dating from 1940. It may be that these letters are not, in 
fact, missing but were never written. Mary may have been away from New Bells farm for part of 1940 nursing 
her mother in Surrey, after Betty Balfour broke a leg.
789I have not seen the letters Brander quotes from to tell this story. Heinz may be one of the two men, or the 
men Brander refers to may have been other Germans who may have worked at New Bells after Heinz's 
departure. Brander, Eve Balfour, pp.141-142.
790In one of Mary's letters to their mother she comments: "Eve knows them all far better [than I] as she 
instructs them in farm work." Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 09-12/02/41. Held by the Soil Association.
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The house has seemed so dead of late."791 Later, Mary explained how many children there were and 

the struggle they had adapting to the eccentricities of New Bells farmhouse: 

"They seem a most attractive bunch of youngsters, six girls, two boys – five boys still to come. 

These, being 16, are still held up for want of permits. Likewise the male staff. So far there is 

only an English woman caterer in charge.... Poor things, they could hardly have had worse 

weather to start with. Their beds did arrive the day after they did, which was something, but 

they had no idea how to manage our fires, and needed carefully showing how. Then the system 

of cocks that governs the water supply completely bamboozled them at first. I can't blame 

them...".792

The month after the children arrived at New Bells, Eve and Mary were invited by them to attend a 

Sabbath supper. Once again, Mary's war-time letter writing tells the story: "...it was really very good 

[food] except that there was too much of it all. I manfully got thro' mine, but Eve couldn't quite.... Eve 

was given the place of honour at the head of the table and Sam, the eldest boy, headed the bottom 

table." After supper, "we gathered round the fire and they sang Jewish folk songs. ... I thought the 

music interesting and some of it most attractive." Eve gave the group a penny whistle and a small 

recorder and she and Mary left after the whole group had listened to the news: "Eve bringing up KC's 

wireless for the occasion."793

It is not clear when the Jewish refugee children departed New Bells farm, as Mary's letters to her 

mother end in March 1942, owing to Betty's death.

791Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour. 15 January 1941. Held by the Soil Association. By 1941, Eve, Mary and the 
others were no longer living at New Bells farmhouse, but were scattered amongst the farm's cottages and 
other cottages in  Haughley Green.  
792Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 20-22/01/41, SA.
793Mary Balfour to Betty Balfour, 09-12/02/41, SA.
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Appendix C: Some examples of press coverage relating to the compost versus chemicals 
debate during the second half of 1943 and first half of 1944 (the months following initial 
publication of The Living Soil)

This is not a comprehensive list of war-time coverage relating to the compost versus 
chemicals debate, simply a list demonstrating that the issue was discussed during the period 
and that Eve Balfour's book, The Living Soil, was not referred to in two leading agricultural 
magazines.

Farmers Weekly coverage: 

10/03/44: feature article about composting, using Sir Albert Howard's Indore method

06/04/44: comment in editor's diary regarding compost experiment

14/04/44: another comment in editor's diary regarding compost experiment

Farmer & Stock-breeder coverage:

03/08/43: feature article written by Dr Lionel Picton, mention of Sir Albert Howard and 
organic farmer Friend Sykes (no mention of Eve Balfour, although Picton knew her and had 
visited New Bells Farm)

10/08/43: letters to the editor touching on compost vs chemicals debate

02/11/43: article about discussion in The House of Lords about soil fertility, with mentions of 
Lords Teviot and Portsmouth (Gerard Wallop)

09/11/43: reference in Blythe's 'On and Off the Farm' column to an American book in favour 
of organic farming

18/01/44: reference in Blythe's 'On and Off the Farm' column to debate regarding the rise and 
safety of veterinary medicines

15/02/44: Blythe's 'On and Off the Farm' column refers to debate about nitrogen fertiliser

07/03.44: editorial and article about The House of Lords debate regarding soil fertility, with 
mentions of Lords Bledisoe and Portsmouth (Gerard Wallop)

04/04/44: Blythe's 'On and Off the Farm' column discusses 'compost school'

16/05/44: article in favour of applying sewage sludge to farmland

06/06/09: two letters to the editor against sewage sludge on farms

27/06/09: Blythe's 'On and Off the Farm' refers to nitrogen fertiliser, and article about book 
on phosphate and superphosphate fertilisers
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The Times coverage:

28/02/44 - letter about compost and agricultural education

03/03/44 - letter by soil scientist E J Russell

13/03/44 – letter by H J Massingham
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Appendix D: Details and extracts of monthly column during late 1940s/ early 1950s by  

Eve Balfour in National Review

National Review appears to have been a current affairs publication supportive of the 

Conservative Party (or at least strongly anti-Socialist) and with a Imperial flavour. Eve 

Balfour's column was one of the shortest and lightest contributions in most issues. She is 

listed as “Organising Secretary of the Soil Association” in the contributors' panel. Individual 

issues cost 2 shillings, with annual subscription 24 shillings. Published by The National 

Review Ltd, 72 Coleman St, London, EC2.

Eve's column was monthly and began in the April 1949 edition. It was the consistent element 

within a section bearing the strapline: “Farm and Garden”. National Review also regularly 

featured articles relating to nature conservation. Eve's contribution was one-to-two pages in 

length with no illustrations or photographs.

April 1949, 132: 794, pp. 441-442

Column title: “Some Notes on Organic Cultivation” by Lady Eve Balfour

*Another contributor in this issue was Friends of the Trees founder Richard St Barber Baker, 

writing about desertification and the importance of tree planting as prevention.

May 1949, 132: 795, pp. 546-547

Column title: “The Laws of Life: No. 1 The Law of Return”

June 1949, 132: 796, pp. 640-641

Column title: “The Laws of Life: No. 2 The Biological Cycle”

July 1949,133: 797, pp. 83-84

Column title: “The Laws of Life”: No. 3 The Interdependence of Species”

*Preceding Eve Balfour's column is an article entitled “The Return of the Red Squirrel” by S 

St Leger-Gordon.

August 1949, 133: 798, p. 180
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Column title: “Thoughts on Agricultural Shows”

*Earlier in the issue there is an article entitled “Accidents in Nature” by David Gunston, 

about wildlife issues.

Sept 1949, 133:799, pp. 275-276

Column title: “Agricultural Shows”

Oct 1949, 133: 800, pp. 365-366

Column title: “More Evidence of the Nutrition Cycle”

*Following Eve Balfour's column is an article about American tree species in Britain by J D 

U Ward

Nov 1949, 133:801, pp.445-446

Column title: “More About Mulching”

*Following Eve Balfour's column is another piece by David Gunston, entitled “Wild Geese 

over Britain”

Dec 1949,133:802, pp. 529-530

Column title: “Agricultural Progress?”

Jan 1950, 134: 803, pp. 62-32

Column title: “Agri-Culture or Agri-Industry?”

* Preceding Eve Balfour's column and under the same “Farm and Garden” section heading, 

there is a four-page article by Dr H M Leake, Sc D, entitled “A New Idea for Agriculture”. It 

proposes the creation of an organisation to support technical change within British 

agriculture, to be called the Agricultural Co-Partnership Association

Feb 1950, 134: 804, pp.136-137

Column title: “Hill Cattle”

*Preceding Eve Balfour's article is a four-page piece by Lord Trent entitled “The Roast Beef 

of Old England”, which also touches on issues relating to hill cattle farming
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March 1950, 134: 805, pp. 210-211

Column title: “The Example of Colonel Cecil”

April 1950, 134: 806, pp. 288-289

Column title: “Economics of Farm Composting”

May 1950, 134: 807, pp. 368-369

Column title: “Hen-Made Compost”

From June 1950, National Review had a new, slightly larger format, larger than A5 but  

smaller than A4.

June 1950, 135: 808, pp. 55-56

Title: “Impressions on Barra”

July 1950, 135: 809, pp. 129-130

Title: “More About Barra”

Aug 1950, 135: 810, pp. 212-213

Title: “Starvation in the Midst of Plenty”

Sept 1950, 135: 811, pp. 282-283

Title: “We Eat to Live – Who Knows? Perchance to Die” 

*Title is referred to as a quote from the Soil Association's new film, Cycle of Life.

Oct 1950, 135: 812, pp.370-372

Title: “Good Husbandry”

Nov 1950, 135: 813, pp. 439-440

Title: “Autumn Leaves”

Dec 1950, 135: 814, pp. 499-500

Title: “The Generous Earth”
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Jan 1951, 136: 815, pp. 37-38

Title: “Eelworm”

**Feb 1951, 136: 816 – Column missing and “Farm and Garden” section.

**March 1951, 136: 817 - Column missing and “Farm and Garden” section.

**April 1951, 136: 818 - Column missing and “Farm and Garden” section.

May 1951, 136: 819, pp. 295-296

Column title: “Farming and Gardening in Jersey” 

*No mention made of column's absence in three previous issues.

Column highlights include:

1st column: April 1949, 132: 794, pp. 441-442. “Some Notes on Organic Cultivation”

Introduced by National Review editor with: 

“We propose to keep this title [“Farm and Garden”] for a sequence of articles and notes on 

subjects of special interest to farms and gardeners. One such subject, the conservation of the 

soil is now being studied with anxiety all over the world (Mr St Barbe Baker's article on an 

earlier page is a contribution from the standpoint of forestry). We shall therefore make a 

special point of it by publishing regular notes from the Soil Association, of which Lady Eve 

Balfour is organising secretary and Lord Teviot president.

The use of compost in this country goes back to very early times, as may be seen from a 

Charter of St Alban's Abbey, dated 1258, “Cum composto...ad praedictum manerium 

meliorandum”; and Lady Eve Balfour has undertaken to write regularly in the National 

Review for members of the Soil Association and other people interested in organic 

cultivation, whose number is increasing rapidly. The following is her first contribution.”
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“Some Notes on Organic Cultivation”

By Lady Eve Balfour

As this is the first of a new series I think I had better explain that these notes will be written 

primarily from the biological point of view. The National Review will thus be the first 

national publication to cater for the ever-growing numbers of organic farmers and gardeners 

– a long-felt want.

In case you are not one of these, and ask “What is the biological point of view?' it is a 

recognition that our farming and gardening problems are life problems, and that the life of 

soil, plant, animal and man, are parts of an interrelated whole which cannot be studied 

separately; it is an awareness that the interdependences of all species is so complex that any 

attempt to exterminate any one of them is a highly risky proceeding, so that our aim must be 

to bring about a biological balance, and that this can only be done by learning to understand 

and co-operate with Nature's laws of life.”

* The column ends with a Maxim and “Tips for Gardeners, Farmers and All Growers”.

2nd Column: May 1949, 132: 795, pp. 546-547. “The Laws of Life”

“No.I. The Law of Return”

“There can be no receiving without giving and no giving without receiving. That law is 

immutable, but the quality of that which is received is in direct proportion to the quality of 

that which is given. Thus you can give and receive both that which is good and that which is 

bad. Life is derived only from life.”

*The column ends with a Maxim and Tips for Gardeners, Farmers and All Growers and  

Book of the Month, which was Fairfield Osborne's Our Plundered Planet.

3rd column: June 1949, 132: 796, pp. 640-641. “The Laws of Life”

“No.2. The Biological Cycle”
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“Colonel Sir Stanton Hicks... has defined nutrition as a flow of materials from the soil and 

back to the soil again in a closed cycle. All forms of life, from bacteria to men, are merely the 

vehicles through which this flow passes. Any leak in this circulation systems lowers the 

vitality of the whole. Such leaks are a feature of modern civilisation. The end products of life 

no longer get back to the soil but are burnt or cast into the sea. Lowered vitality and increased 

disease in plant, animal and man is the result. 
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