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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: Although organic farming is recognized as a blend of innovative and traditional agricultural 
practices, the process by which traditional methods have been incorporated into organic farming systems 
has rarely been looked at in detail. This paper will explore oral history as a means of shedding light on this 
process: first, in the sense of using oral history interviews to learn how pioneering organic farmers 
developed their farming systems; second, in the sense of identifying how early organic farmers relied on 
oral knowledge transmission from older/retired farmers in figuring out how to farm without the use of 
agricultural chemicals. In other words, farming has relied for centuries on both formal and informal, 
written and oral knowledge transmission; how is the balance different in the case of agricultural systems 
that go against the mainstream, or that seek to rely more on knowledge and less on material inputs? 
Interestingly, as the “back-to-land” generation of the 1960s and ‘70s approaches retirement, a number of 
projects have emerged to document the history of organic farming as embodied in these individuals’ 
experience. A project at the University of California-Santa Cruz, for example, featured 58 oral history 
interviews with farmers, activists, researchers, and others involved in organic and sustainable agriculture 
in central California. I am developing a project to interview individuals involved in the early decades of 
the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements, founded in 1972. One of the “global 
challenges of rural history” in this regard is the fact that organic agriculture emerged in a way that was 
both globally interconnected and highly locally specific, relying on the quiet work of thousands of ordinary 
farmers worldwide. Oral history thus is a useful tool in illuminating this process. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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1. Introduction 

Let me start by saying that this paper is very much a work in progress. The topic itself is 
speculative, and I am trying to draw together the strands of different areas of research that have 
been attracting my attention over the past couple of years. In keeping with the goals of this 
panel, I am interested in the processes of transfer of agricultural heritage—how agricultural 
history is viewed, understood, and intrepreted through living practice. I am specifically 
interested in the ways in which organic farmers (including both certified organic farmers and 
non-certified farmers adhering to recognized organic principles and methods) have sought out, 
researched, recovered, experimented with and implemented elements of traditional agricultural 
systems. I have written elsewhere about how this impulse finds expression in and relies on the 
use of old agricultural books (Sayre, 2011); here I would like to explore how versions of “oral 
history” 1—loosely understood as various types of first-person accounts, including interviews, 
memoirs, manuals, workshop presentations, field days, blogs, Web sites, documentaries, etc.—
have served as an essential element within the development of the organic sector; and how, 
moreover, these personal accounts and explanations characteristically include a return to and a 
working with the agricultural past.  

Here I will seek to describe what seem to me to be two striking examples of this dynamic, in two 
different national contexts, perhaps at two different scales: 1) the expanding popularity of the 
use of draft animals for farm power among organic market gardeners in the United States; and 
2) André Pochon’s “autonomous agriculture” movement, initially focused on grass-based 
dairying in Brittany, France. Both of these examples advocate a return to integrated crop-
livestock systems emphasizing environmental protection, soil health, biodiversity, a limited 
reliance on external inputs and, not least in importance, the promotion of a balanced, rewarding 
working life for farmers. Both promote a combination of tradition and innovation achieved 
through the free exchange of information and ideas among their members as well as data-
gathering and farmer-led research. In their different ways, both movements (or sub-
movements) seek to recover and celebrate (elements of) an earlier agricultural system that has 
been overlooked and in some cases actively penalized by mainstream agricultural research and 
agricultural policy. Finally, both rely heavily on the use of personal narratives in the explication 
and dissemination of their principles and methods, while at the same time engaging in minute 
discussion of the technical details involved, both historically and in the present. In this sense I 
would say that both participate in and contribute to a distinctive genre of agricultural writing in 
which personal narrative is combined with detailed technical presentations—a combination that 
is perhaps uniquely suited to excavations of the past.  

The relationship of this material to oral history in the strict sense is debatable, to be sure. The 
Oral History Association in the United States defines oral history as referring “both to a method 
of recording and preserving oral testimony and to the product of that process” (OHA, 2009, np). 
“Oral history interviews,” they go on to say, “seek an in-depth account of personal experience 
and reflections, with sufficient time allowed for the narrators to give their story the fullness they 
desire. The content of oral history interviews is grounded in reflections on the past as opposed 
to commentary on purely contemporary events.” In practice, however, oral history 
methodologies are made use of in whole or in part within a wide range of disciplinary 
frameworks, including American Studies, ethnography, sociology, public history, environmental 
history, political ecology, and long-form journalism or narrative nonfiction.2 My own work seeks 

                                                           
1 discuss further below the question of how this relates to a more formal definition of oral history.  
2 An interesting discussion thread on the H-Environment list-serv in 2010 explored the question of the 
links between oral history and environmental history, with participants observing that since 
environmental history is practiced by individuals trained in a variety of disciplines (notably including 
American Studies, which is itself interdisciplinary), published studies employ oral testimony in a variety of 
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to carve out a space between agricultural history and narrative nonfiction that looks at the ways 
in which farmers and agricultural writers make use of the past in developing and describing 
agricultural systems. A key question for me is how the individual’s personal narrative intersects 
with and accommodates the relaying of detailed technical information essential to the effective 
communication of agricultural methods. Again, I am particularly interested in how the 
autobiographical narratives of practitioners of alternative agriculture often include, as a key 
feature, an interrogation of agricultural history—how mainstream farming came to be as it is 
and how they as individuals came to question that conventional narrative and to substitute an 
alternative narrative in its place.  

In recent years efforts have emerged to conduct oral history projects with regard to the history 
of organic farming (e.g., Reti and Rabkin, 2012). The results have been compelling, and are 
beginning to inspire similar projects in other areas.3 I have conducted some preliminary oral 
history interviews focused on the history of the nonprofit advocacy group IFOAM-Organics 
International (formerly the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements). These 
interviews cover slightly different terrain insofar as they are concerned with movement building 
and organizational history as opposed to agricultural practices per se. At the same time, it seems 
to me worth reflecting on how formal oral history methodologies select individuals to interview 
and, at another level, how those interviewees’ personal reflections may be influenced or shaped 
by existing narratives within the movement. The goal of this paper is to examine this broader 
question as a background to further work on the issues of interest to this panel.  

2. Organic farming, history, and personal testimony 

We can begin by observing how, particularly in the earlier years of development of the organic 
sector, technical support for organic agriculture frequently took the form of facilitating farmer-
to-farmer information exchange (due in large part to the lack of support for organic farming 
methods within established agricultural research and support institutions). These farmer-to-
farmer sharing strategies in turn tended to blend the personal and the technical, the 
autobiographical and the agronomic, since any one farmer speaking from his or her own 
experience (or third person summarizing a farmer’s presentation) will typically acknowledge, at 
some level, the specific and holistic circumstances underlying the suite of technical decisions in 
question.  

Thus, to offer a specific example more or less at random, in the early 1990s, one of the activities 
of the Northeast (United States) Organic Farming Association was to organize a series of two-
day winter meetings for producers of “five commodities for which there [were] significant 
barriers to organic production in the Northeast”—strawberries; sweet corn; apples; livestock; 
and greenhouse production of transplants, bedding plants, or crops for direct harvest. The 
meetings brought together both certified and non-certified growers to share challenges, 
experiences, strategies, and innovations with regard to the chemical-free management of these 
important and potentially valuable commodities. Together with the resulting reports, the 
meetings arguably had a significant impact on improving and disseminating organic practices 
and stimulating organic research for these key crops in a region that has subsequently shown 
dramatic growth in most if not all of these organic commodity sectors.  

Just as significant, in my view, is the fact that each report included a short profile of the 
participating farmers featuring such details as location, number of years farming, major crops, 
and number of acres as well as a sentence or two regarding their philosophical approach or 

                                                           
ways, from the authors’ own first-person reflections on place to interviews with local informants made 
use of in much the same way as textual or archival evidence.  
3 Reti and Rabkin’s project was focused on the Central Coast of California; an analogous project is in 
underway in New England.  
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motivation for seeking to use organic methods. (Except, interestingly, for the report on 
greenhouse production, which noted that in this case the farmers wished to remain anonymous 
because “several of them were already overwhelmed with requests for advice on farming 
practices, and were willing to offer information to one another and for the proceedings, but did 
not want their names or addresses published.”4) A second NOFA “farmer-to-farmer information 
exchange” project from this era focused on the management of community-supported 
agriculture programs, including farm profiles, farmer testimonials, survey results, reflections on 
core-group functioning, financial analyses, and other details—here again blending technical 
details with personal reflections and perspectives. In a broader sense, we can observe that many 
capacity building activities within the organic movement have been traditionally organized in 
this fashion—technical know-how is characteristically gathered and shared through 
conferences, workshops, apprenticeships, articles and, eventually, books. This kind of free 
exchange of information has been made possible in part by an initially small but expanding 
market in which individuals have been more interested in seeking out colleagues than in 
guarding professional secrets.  

In more recent years, the mainstreaming of organic farming in combination with the rise of social 
media have rendered the first-person farming narrative (whether maintained on a blog or 
website or developed in book-length form) more common. And within this emerging genre, I 
would venture to assert, a recurring theme is that agriculture as it existed sometime in the mid 
twentieth century (precisely when depends on the production type and geographic location) 
achieved a kind of near-ideal that contemporary family-scale, organic and sustainable farmers 
are now working to reconstruct. Thus the Virginia-based organic farmer Forrest Pritchard, 
author of the New York Times bestseller Gaining Ground, writes in a April 2014 blog entry titled 
“How To Raise Pigs on Pasture,” 

Despite a rich tradition of pastured pig husbandry, a generation of experience and know-
how was lost during the second half of the 20th century. As producers abandoned 
traditional outdoor systems and embraced confinement hog buildings, decades of hard-
won wisdom quietly slipped through our fingers.5  

The blog goes on to describe the evolution of Pritchard’s own pasture-based pig-rearing system, 
beginning in the mid 1990s (when, as he notes, little information on the subject was available). 
In what he calls “Pastured Pigs, Version 1.0,” he simply set a group of feeder pigs out on lush 
pasture and let them do as they pleased—resulting in bare ground and, eventually, unhealthy 
pigs. “Version 2.0” emphasized raising pigs in woodlots, which works in some places but, he 
notes, can also lead to bare soil and erosion; Pritchard’s “Version 3.0” is a rotational system in 
which the hogs are moved to fresh pasture every two weeks. Again, this is small and specific 
example; but it highlights the way in which contemporaray organic and sustainable livestock 
production systems in particular are harkening back to mid-twentieth-century systems in 
developing both their techniques and their arguments as to how agriculture should be properly 
practiced. Now let’s look at a couple of other examples in a bit more detail.  

 

                                                           
4 Proceedings of the Northeast Farmer to Farmer Information Exchange: Greenhouse, ed. Alex Stone 
(Northeast Organic Farming Association: 1994). Consulted in the University Massachusetts Library Special 
Collections and University Archives, Northeast Organic Farming Association Records, 1977-2007 (MS 461, 
Series 2, Massachusetts; Box 2: 5).  
5 The full blog entry can be found on Pritchard’s farm Web site, http://smithmeadows.com/farm/how-to-
raise-pigs-on-pasture/.  

http://smithmeadows.com/farm/how-to-raise-pigs-on-pasture/
http://smithmeadows.com/farm/how-to-raise-pigs-on-pasture/
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3. The animal-power renaissance among organic market gardeners 

The return to animal power on the farm would seem to offer an obvious example of the recovery 
or “reenactment” of traditional agricultural practices. This is a movement that is still small, so 
that it is unclear to what extent official statistics are being maintained on the subject, but 
anecdotal evidence and some available data suggest that the phenomenon is on the rise in the 
United States, and perhaps in other countries as well.6 In France, some vineyards are returning 
to the use of horses for cultivating in between the rows of vines and for other vineyard work; in 
older vineyards with narrow row-spacings, steep slopes, or other difficulties of access horses 
can offer an alternative to the use of herbicides within a marketing and regulatory context 
increasingly supportive of non-chemical management methods. In the United States, two 
articles in the New York Times have been devoted to the trend in recent years, with the 
journalists and subjects speculating that the underlying force is a contemporary yearning to 
reconnect to nature through the pursuit of unplugged, practical tasks (Taylor 2011; Raver 2013). 
Individuals offering training in the use of draft animals report a dramatic uptick in demand for 
their services (workshops, videos, etc.); and the equipment and materials necessary for working 
with animal power, from trained teams and harnesses to custom-made wagons, fore-carts, 
manure-spreaders, and cultivation equipment are much more widely available than they were 
thirty or forty years ago.  

A landmark text for this renaissance is Stephen Leslie’s The New Horse-Powered Farm, published 
in 2013. The book originated in a series of articles Leslie wrote for the Small Farmer’s Journal, a 
large-format quarterly magazine that has been promoting the use of animal power for small-
scale farming since 1976. The New Horse-Powered Farm includes a foreword by Lynn Miller, 
founding editor of the Small Farmer’s Journal, in which Miller reflects on the contrast between 
the current moment of renewed interest in animal-powered farming and the situation in the 
1970s, when enthusiasts like himself were much fewer in number. Miller now estimates that 
“there are over 400,000 people in North America who rely regularly on the use of draft animals 
to gain all or part of their livelihood (this figure includes the more than 170,000 Amish and 
Mennonite horse farmers living in the United States and Canada)” (Leslie 2013, 332, n1). Thanks 
in part to those Amish and Mennonite communities, as well as to the work of “the breeders who 
worked to sustain the show rings for draft horses, draft mules, and oxen” (vii), the skills and 
materials for working with draft animals were maintained through decades of mainstream 
neglect, so that they can now be redeveloped and redisseminated.  

Characteristically, the opening pages of Leslie’s book describe his own path into organic farming. 
Even by the eclectic standards of the new-entrants-to-farming community, it’s an 
unconventional one: he started out in art school, spent seven years as a Benedictine monk, and 
then, in 1992, at the age of 31, signed on for an apprenticeship at Hawthorne Valley, a diversified 
biodynamic farm in upstate New York. There he met his future wife and farming partner, Kerry 
Gawalt; around the same time, he came across an article in Small Farmer’s Journal about 
working with Fjord horses, a compact draft-horse breed originating in Norway. After several 
seasons gaining experience at Hawthorne Valley and other locations, Leslie and Gawalt started 
Cedar Mountain Farm as part of a co-housing community in Vermont; their goal was to provide 

                                                           
6 The US Department of Agriculture National Agricultural Statistics Service doesn’t appear to tabulate draft 
animal numbers on a national basis, although some states compile periodic “equine surveys” that provide 
some indication of draft horse numbers. Thus in New York state, draft horse numbers increased from 
5,400 in 1978, to 7,200 in 1988, to 11,500 in 2000, and to 12,100 in 2005  (USDA NASS 2005). The state of 
Indiana counted 15,400 draft horses in 2002, 51% of which were used primarily for work (Indiana ASS 
2002). Draft horse numbers also increased in Michigan from 2002 to 2007, with a total of 12,600 horses 
used primarily for work at the end of that period (USDA NASS 2008). For comparison, there were about 
600,000 horses of all types in New York State in the early years of the twentieth century (Harper 1912, p. 
1511).  
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organic produce for the community while working with Fjords. Today, Cedar Mountain Farm 
includes a 20-cow Jersey dairy, a 4-acre market garden, 17 acres of hay fields and 35 acres of 
pasture, plus an additional 20 acres of hayland leased from a neighbor. As members of Cobb Hill 
co-housing community, Leslie and Gawalt are co-owners of 270 acres of forest and farmland; in 
addition, they have a 20-year lease to manage 67 acres of the community’s land. The farm 
produces raw milk, beef, vegetables, compost, and registered Jersey heifers and bulls, and sells 
through a variety of local channels including a  CSA, farmer’s markets, and a farmstand (most of 
their milk is sold to a local cheesemaker). They employ three people in addition to themselves.  

The New Horse-Powered Farm offers a general introduction to working with draft horses 
(selection, care, training, equipment, etc.) in conjunction with a specific description of a whole-
farm system based on the use of horses for organic market-garden vegetable production. As a 
part of this system, it also describes haymaking and pasture management with and for the 
horses (Cedar Mountain Farm buys in feed grain for the livestock). The book begins with a brief 
historical account of the antecedents for this system, comprising three main streams of 
influence: 1) the Amish and Mennonite farming communities in North America, many of which 
have resisted the introduction of tractors and within which a growing number of farmers are 
turning to organic vegetable production as a way of making a living off smaller acreages7 (land 
pressure being a serious challenge within many of these communities); 2) the North American 
peri-urban market gardening tradition as it existed in the second half of the nineteenth century;8 
and 3) a small number of back-to-the-land-generation organic farmers in North America who 
began working with draft animals as part of their turn toward homesteading and traditional 
crafts in the 1960s and ‘70s.  

Probably the most influential farming couple within this latter group—and singled out by Leslie 
as having had an enormous influence on him personally—are Anne and Eric Nordell of Beech 
Grove Farm in Trout Run, Pennsylvania. Beginning in the early 1980s, the Nordells realized that 
they could develop a more land-extensive version of small-scale organic vegetable production 
methods using wider row spacings to enable cultivation with horses instead of human-powered 
hand-hoeing. As Leslie explains:  

Planting all the vegetables in widely spaced rows allowed them to use reasonably 
priced early-1900s horse-drawn equipment to do all the crop establishment and 
cultivation with the team. They also took half of the market garden out of 
production each year to grow soil-building cover crops and take advantage of weed-
depleting bare fallow periods. Using the team for cover crop and bare fallow 
management realized a better return on their “fuel” and improved their 
performance since horses benefit from regular work. The Nordells called this land-
extensive approach to vegetable production “bio-extensive” market gardening. (3) 

 

                                                           
7 Individual Amish and Mennonite congregations set their own rules with regard to the allowance or 
prohibition of different technologies, so practices vary: for example, some communities allow the use of 
tractors but only with steel wheels (rubber wheels being permitted for wagons and buggies); some allow 
the use of computers but not within the family residence; etc.   
8 Leslie suggests that North American peri-urban market gardening was less intensive than European 
market gardening, utilizing more land area and adopting horse-drawn implements as opposed to 
permanent beds and hand labor. A key figure in this regard is Peter Henderson (1822-90), a Scottish 
immigrant to the United States who became a leading market gardener and nurseryman in northern New 
Jersey. His book Gardening for Profit: A guide to the successful cultivation of the market and family garden 
(New York: Orange Judd, 1867) was a bestseller in its day and continues to gain attention among organic 
vegetable growers today.  
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The Nordells have not published a book, but they have been writing regular articles for Small 
Farmer’s Journal since the early 1990s, as well as participating in regional conferences, farm 
tours, and farm-based research projects. They have also self-published a 42-page booklet and a 
DVD describing their system in detail, including exquisitely clear black-and-white photographs, 
pen-and-ink drawings, tables and charts illustrating their cultivation methods, equipment 
settings, rotation design, compost management, etc. In their booklet, the Nordells explain how 
they developed their “bio-extensive” system based on the traditional rotations that prevailed in 
their area of north-central Pennsylvania prior to the widespread adoption of chemical fertilizers 
and herbicides. The most basic version of this traditional system is known as COWS—a four-year 
rotation of Corn, Oats, Wheat, and Sod that balanced crop output, fertility building, and weed 
suppression; the Nordells’ rotations are based on COWS and on a modification of COWS that 
emerged in the 1940s and ‘50s, when farmers in their area began growing potatoes and shell 
peas as cash crops (Nordell and Nordell 2007).  

In addition to the Nordells, Leslie’s book makes extended reference to a number of other animal-
powered farms across North America, in most cases through the inclusion of short written 
accounts provided by those farmers themselves—thus lending further weight to the book as a 
compendium of first-person testimonials and detailed technical descriptions. The book features 
profiles, equipment lists, systems analyses and other contributions from ALL Together Farm in 
Randolph Center, Vermont; Chase Hill Farm in Warwick, Massachusetts; Common Harvest Farm 
in Osceola, Wisconsin; Kingbird Farm in Berkshire, New York; Live Power Farm in Covelo, 
California; Meeing Place Organic Farm in Lucknow, Ontario; Natural Roots Farm in Conway, 
Massachusetts; Northland Sheep Dairy in Marathon, New York; Orchard Hill Farm in St. Thomas, 
Ontario; and many others. Most of these individuals, moreover, also share their knowledge and 
experiences via their own websites, articles, videos, workshops, etc.9  

As this short summary begins to suggest, the movement Leslie describes and represents in his 
book is at once organic and “beyond organic”—a deep commitment to organic principles and 
practices is almost taken as a given among these new animal-power farmers, although they may 
not all feel the need to obtain organic certification. Working with draft animals provides an array 
of agro-ecological benefits that fit within but also move beyond the established organic 
framework: working with draft animals reduces farmers’ reliance on fossil fuels; it fosters the 
development of a closed-loop system, in which the animals’ manure and bedding is composted 
and returned to the fields to provide fertility and organic matter; it offers an added appeal for 
CSA members or other farm customers; not least, it’s interesting and enjoyable for farmers and 
farmworkers. For Leslie, the Nordells occupy a key position within the historic development of 
the organic movement, with animal-powered farming both extending and benefiting from the 
recent expansion of the organic market. Their teaching methods, moreover—with an emphasis 
on direct, practical experience and demonstration—have been critical to this success. Leslie 
writes:  

I believe the body of work [the Nordells] have created about their bio-extensive method—
with all the depth and insight of their writings and video productions and the broad influence 
these have had on market gardeners of the present generation—will one day be regarded 
with the same esteem as is now accorded to the work of such early pioneers of the organic 
farming movement as Rudolph Steiner, Sir Albert Howard, Lady Eve Balfour, and J. I. Rodale. 
And what is most powerful about their teaching is that it is first and foremost promulgated 
by example…. A big part of what was (and is) so exciting about the Nordells’ work was that 
they hit the scene just as the organic movement itself was beginning to gain real traction as 

                                                           
9 The websites for Natural Roots Farm and Kingbird Farm, for example, each feature short (approx. 6-
minute) videos in which farmers David Fisher and Donn Hewes, respectively, explain why they enjoy 
farming with horses (horses and mules in the case of Kingbird Farm) and how animal power fits in to their 
vision of a sustainable small-farm system.  
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an economic force to be reckoned with in North American farming. Because of the successful 
rise of the organic movement, increasing numbers of young people were once again 
beginning to look at farming as a viable and desirable way of life. The Nordells pioneered a 
method and showed us a way that went beyond organic by market gardening with draft 
horses. (82) 

The final point I’d like to make here is to emphasize how a return to the past—both for 
inspiration and for tools—is central to the added value of this “beyond organic” system. The 
new animal-powered farmers are quick to point out that what they are doing is a blend of old 
and new practices, not an idealized vision of historic agricultural sustainability. At the same time, 
Leslie refers in a number of places to the idea that the combination of animal and tractor power 
used by farmers like himself itself has a precedent in the transition period from horses to engines 
that took place in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: 

This book is not about trying to go back to some idyllic past; it is designed to be a manual to 
help us move a few steps forward to a more sustainable future. I envision a day when live 
horse power will be joined in tandem on farms with new and cleaner technologies that will 
include tractors and delivery vans that run on alternatives to diesel such as recycled 
vegetable oil, locally and sustainably produced bio-fuels, and solar-power batteries, just as 
the glory days of horse power in North America and Great Britain coupled advances in horse-
drawn implements with stationary steam-powered engines. (xvi) 

Indeed, what I find most fascinating about this movement is the way in which the new animal-
powered farmers are drawn into historical research through their exploration of practical 
working systems. “Most of the equipment we use is vintage horse-drawn implements that have 
been restored,” Leslie writes (84). In some cases, equipment can literally be pulled out of the 
undergrowth on some neglected corner of the farm and put back in working order; in other 
cases, it can be purchased inexpensively from neighboring farmers or at auction. Either way, 
sourcing, repairing, and maintaining this equipment leads to an accumulation of knowledge with 
respect to the history of agricultural implement manufacture from about 1860 to 1960—
including both the leading and the more obscure makers, materials, designs, centers of 
production, etc. As demand grows, new implement manufacturers are developing and 
marketing new equipment as well, but the old equipment remains vitally important.   

4.  “A more self-sufficient agriculture” 

As a second example, let’s consider briefly the work of the French farmer and organizer André 
Pochon, founder of the French Sustainable Agriculture Network (Réseau Agriculture Durable) 
and a co-founder of the group Cédapa (Centre d’études pour le développement d’une agriculture 
plus autonome; or, Study center for the development of a more self-sufficient agriculture). Born 
in Brittany in 1931, Pochon turned down the chance to pursue an academic career in favor of 
returning to his parents’ farm. In the years after World War II, he became an active participant 
in various grassroots movements to improve agriculture and rural life, notably the JAC (Jeunesse 
agricole catholique) and a local Centre d’études techniques agricoles (Céta), a means by which 
French farmers could access technical advice tailored to their local conditions. In time Pochon 
became a leading advocate for farmer-led and collaborative agricultural research, publishing 
several books and gaining recognition for his achievements as a chevalier of the French Legion 
of Honor (in 2001) and a recipient of the French Academy of Agriculture’s Médaille d’or (2011).  

Pochon thus belongs to an earlier generation, and a rather different culture, from the North 
American organic farmers described above, and yet there are strong similarities in presentation 
and reasoning between the two movements. Tellingly, Pochon opens his book Le Scandale de 
l’Agriculture Folle (2009) with a rapid autobiography in which his personal trajectory is 
recounted against a vivid background of agricultural history, agricultural policy, and agricultural 
research—if the organic farming movement has broadly identified the years immediately 
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following World War II as a kind of heyday for rural livelihoods, Pochon is a living testimony to 
that narrative. For Pochon, the “scandal of agriculture gone mad” is to be found in the shift from 
the highly productive, environmentally friendly, grass-based agricultural systems promoted by 
INRA (the French National Institute of Agronomic Research) in Brittany and elsewhere in the 
1950s and ‘60s, to the input-intensive, environmentally polluting systems promoted from the 
1970s onward, in which livestock production came increasingly to rely on the production of 
maize silage in combination with soybean meal imported from across the Atlantic.  

Pochon’s own early success as a farmer was propelled by what INRA celebrated as “la révolution 
fourragère,” “the forage revolution,” doubling yields and cows per hectare based on pastures 
improved through rotational grazing and the introduction of white clover (Pochon 2009, 22). 
Improved dairy breeds also played a part, with average annual per cow production rising from 
1500 liters to 4000 liters; the fact the farms were still diversified meant that crop yields and pork 
production could also benefit from increased pasture and milk output. Pochon summarizes:  

Trois fois plus de lait par vache, deux fois plus de vaches par hectare. La production laitière 
est mulitipliée par cinq ! La production porcine aussi, pusiqu’elle y est directement liée. De 
plus, la prairie incluse dans la rotation augmente le rendement de cultures ; en 1961, je 
produis 60 quintaux d’orge de printemps par hectare et 6 tonnes de paille. Du jamais-vu! 
L’orge succédait à des betteraves qui, elles, succédaient à une prairie restée quatre années 
en place. La matière organique accumulée avait permis ce rendement exceptionnel, sans 
engrais azoté ni pesticide. Du bon boulot ! (24) 

Three times as much milk per cow, twice as many cows per hectare. Milk production 
increased fivefold! And pig production too, since it was directly linked to milk production. 
Including pasture in the rotation also increased our cereal yields; in 1961, my farm yielded 
60 hundredweight/ha of spring barley and 6 metric tons of straw. This was unheard of! The 
barley followed sugarbeet, which in turn followed four years of pasture. These outstanding 
yields were made possible by the accumulated organic matter, with no use of nitrogen 
fertilizer or pesticides. A good job done! (24, my translation) 

In 1982, Pochon joined with six other farmers to form Cédapa, an association of farmers in the 
département of Côtes d’Armor (on the northern coast of Brittany) focused on the perfection of 
grass-based, soil-improving, low-input farming systems and farmer-to-farmer information 
exchange. While their work has continued to gain recognition and support from some local 
officials and researchers, however, at a certain point Pochon’s message came into conflict with 
agricultural policies aimed at ever more intensive agricultural systems, regardless of the 
environmental cost.10 The 1992 Common Agricultural Policy reforms, Pochon points out, 
included several positive adjustments—but they also introduced a per hectare payment for 
growing silage maize that resulted in the plowing up of 5 million ha of grassland (Pochon 2009; 
46, 51), contributing to the water-quality problems for which the region has become notorious.  

A second perspective on Pochon’s influence and the work of Cédapa is provided by the 
documentary film, Herbe (Matthieu Levain and Olivier Porte, 2008). The film includes short 
segments of commentary by Pochon, but for the most part it focuses on the stories of half a 
dozen farmers in Brittany, most of them members of Cédapa. Extended interviews with the 
Cédapa farmers describing their re-orientation toward grass-based systems are intercut with 
segments in which the camera follows container ships arriving at Bréton ports, immense grain 
silos dotting the coast, and trucks carrying agricultural inputs and commodities along the 

                                                           
10 For example, Pochon notes, INRA researchers conducted a five-year study of 27 Cédapa farms and 
concluded that the “sustainable agriculture” system they followed was “environmentally, economically 
and socially superior” to the conventional model (Pochon 2009; 29; citing V. Alard, C. Béranger, and M. 
Journet, À la recherché d’une agriculture durable: Étude de systèmes herbagers économes en Bretagne, 
INRA, 2002).  
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highways  of the region. But the most lengthy comparison is made between two dairy farms in 
particular: one a Cédapa farm with four full-time employees, producing a quota of 315,000 liters 
of milk a year from 55 milking cows and 48 ha of pasture; the other a conventional dairy farm 
producing 720,000 liters per year from 99 milking cows, 48 ha of pasture and 40 ha of forage 
maize. The Cédapa farmers talk about their high level of work satisfaction, the peacefulness of 
the farm, and their pleasure in contemplating the future transfer of the farm to the next 
generation; while the conventional dairy farmers talk about the number of farms that have 
disappeared from the region over the past thirty years, the stress of paying off the debt for the 
state-of-the-art dairy barn they installed several years ago, and their sense of not earning 
enough money to compensate for the long hours they put in.  

Nevertheless, the film ends on a note of frustration, reverting to the question of agricultural 
policies that continue to support the most intensive operations to the detriment of the more 
environmentally sustainable, grass-based farmers. It describes the crisis in 2007 when the 
European Court of Justice threatened to slap France with a €28 million fine plus €119,000 per 
day until it could show an improvement in water quality in eleven watersheds with pollution 
levels exceeding those allowed under EU law. Eventually, the EU officials backed down, with 
French farmers agreeing to a modest reduction in fertilizer inputs per hectare. The Cédapa 
farmers argue that they have demonstrated, repeatedly and in detail, that their way of farming 
provides a higher net income from smaller farms despite the fact that they get the same price 
for their milk (with no value-added supply chain available), and despite the fact that subsidies 
continue to favor more intensive farms, notwithstanding their negative environmental impacts.  

Pochon’s argument and the Cédapa story of which he is a part thus challenge a number of deeply 
held, unspoken conventions within agricultural science and agricultural policy: that agronomic 
research is a story of continual improvement; that agricultural practices are grounded in 
scientific fact, without the contaminating influence of social or economic factors; that farmers 
are free to follow their own best interests; that the interests of consumer choice and consumer 
protection govern agricultural policy.  “On n’a rien inventé” (“we didn’t invent anything”), says 
Pochon early in the film, referring to the extent to which the Cédapa methods resemble those 
promulgated by INRA in the 1950s. Another farmer describes how he began the shift to a grass-
based system after attending a field day at a farm (organic and 100% grass-based) earning four 
times the average dairy farm revenue on a farm producing just half its allowed milk quota. “Pour 
moi c’était un véritable déclic. J’en n’ai pas dormi” (“For me it just really clicked. I couldn’t sleep 
afterwards”). These are farmers who are at once astonished by the rightness of what they are 
doing and flabbergasted that these methods are not more widely practiced. Tellingly, Pochon 
and Cédapa consistently refer to the “reconversion” (as opposed to the conversion) of dairy 
farms to low-input, grass-based methods, thus highlighting the extent to which the system they 
are promoting is as much old as it is new.  

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, I would like to suggest that the organic sector could benefit significantly from an 
explicit recognition and exploration of the importance of personal stories and oral history in the 
development and dissemination of organic and sustainable agriculture techniques. One possible 
way to pursue this would be through grass-roots oral history undertaking along the lines of the 
StoryCorps initiative in the United States: farmers interviewing farmers, recording their 
conversations, and sharing them (if they so wish) with their local or wider communities.11  

                                                           
11 StoryCorps is an organization in the United States that has worked with National Public Radio to take 
mobile recording booths to different parts of the country and encouraging ordinary people to interview 
family members and friends about their distinctive experiences. If the participants agree, the interviews 
are collected in a central database and selections are aired on public radio. A number of initiatives have 
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