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The novelist 
who loved soil 
A biography digs into Pulitzer prizewinner and farming 
pioneer Louis Bromfield’s life. By David R. Montgomery

Saving the world’s agricultural soils is 
perhaps the most overlooked envi-
ronmental challenge of this century. 
Driving through freshly tilled fields 
in rural Indiana a few years back, I was 

struck by how low points retained rich, black 
earth, yet on the hilltops, the khaki subsoil 
was completely exposed. I could see the land 
being shorn of fertility. We urgently need to 
pay attention to practices that can help to 
regenerate it.

To that end, former columnist for The 
New York Times Stephen Heyman resurrects 
an obscure figure from US agricultural his-
tory in this engaging biography, The Planter 
of Modern Life. Heyman’s subject, Louis 

Bromfield, was a Pulitzer-prizewinning 
novelist before he became a prominent critic of 
 industrialized farming. Today, Bromfield’s 
journey of discovery reinforces growing 
calls to rebuild healthy, fertile soil around 
the world.

Little about Bromfield’s life was  conven-
tional. Skipping over his childhood in rural 
Ohio, Heyman follows him through a series 
of colourful roles, including ambulance driver 
during the First World War; literary darling of 
post-war Paris; gardener in southern France; 
and eventually Hollywood screenwriter. In 
1930s France, Bromfield copied his peasant 
neighbour’s compost-making and mulching 
process to convert a bare, rubble-filled patch 
into a fertile vegetable plot. Noting how 

French gardens had been farmed for centuries, 
whereas the United States’ soil was blowing 
away in the Dust Bowl, he realized something 
was amiss with the modern approach to 
managing land.

Bromfield then visited the English botanist 
Albert Howard in India. Howard had travelled 
there to teach Western agricultural techniques, 
but ended up documenting traditional Indian 
methods and adapting them to colonial agri-
culture — which helped to found the organic 
movement. On Howard’s farm in Indore, India, 
Bromfield saw large-scale compost building in 
action, and absorbed advice to emulate nature 
to maintain fertile soils. 

After moving back to Ohio to avoid the 
Second World War, Bromfield bought a farm 
with his book royalties. He put Howard’s ideas 
to work when spring snowmelt revealed that 
half his topsoil had been washed off into 
gullies that could swallow a cow. Bromfield 
composted and mulched, planted cover crops 
and practised rotation, and left steep slopes 
unploughed. He even grew several crops 
together in the same field.

His neighbours thought his methods crazy. 
But his soil quickly improved, and he became 
convinced that what we now call conventional 
farming was heading for disaster. Bromfield 
used his literary prominence to spread 
Howard’s ideas. He wrote popular memoirs 
(Pleasant Valley in 1945 and Malabar Farm 
in 1948) about his experiences, and opened 
his farm up to tens of thousands of visitors so 
that they could see a model for an alternative 
approach to cultivating crops.

Better biography than agricultural history, 
The Planter of Modern Life is packed with spats 
from Bromfield’s life as a writer, but thin on 

Louis Bromfield guides visitors around Malabar Farm, his land near Lucas, Ohio,  in 1942.

“His soil quickly improved, 
and he became convinced 
that what we now call 
conventional farming was 
headed for disaster.”
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Greenery
Tim Dee  Jonathan Cape (2020)
Tim Dee is a lifelong birdwatcher and former radio producer. “I have 
tried to make as much of this book about the birds and other natural 
manifestations of the spring as I can,” he writes, “but it is, of course, 
also about me.” His peregrinations between Europe and Africa — 
often accompanied by his South African-born wife, ornithologist 
Claire Spottiswoode — are vividly informative about many migratory 
species, and alive with literary and historical allusions. But some 
personal digressions might strike readers as self-indulgent.

Healthy Buildings
Joseph G. Allen and John D. Macomber  Harvard Univ. Press (2020)
“We shape our buildings and afterwards our buildings shape us,” said 
Winston Churchill in 1943. This is even truer now; people in the United 
States spend 90% of their time indoors, note health scientist Joseph 
Allen and business-school lecturer John Macomber. Yet we read little 
about indoor air pollution. In 2018, the US secretary of education 
publicly rejected the idea of investing in school buildings rather than 
students — to the authors’ horror. Their detailed, important study is 
welcomed by architect Norman Foster. But it speaks to everyone.

A Question of Power
Robert Bryce  PublicAffairs (2020)
Electrification is often deemed one of humanity’s greatest engineering 
achievements. Yet it dates only from the 1880s: a mere eye-blink 
compared with hominins’ 400,000-year history of using fire, as 
Robert Bryce observes in his enlightening history. Moreover, three 
billion people still have little or no access to electricity. Although not 
optimistic about the potential for renewable sources such as wind to 
increase electricity production, Bryce predicts continuing advances in 
batteries, generators, lights, microchips and motors.

Salmon
Mark Kurlansky  Patagonia (2020)
Salmon was eaten by Neanderthals in the Caucasus Mountains about 
48,000 years ago. The name derives from the Latin salmo, meaning 
‘leaper’; Roman legions in the Rhine Valley observed this fish jumping 
over rapids and waterfalls while migrating upriver to spawn. Today, 
because of dams and development, a mere 1.5 million live wild in the 
Atlantic Ocean — many fewer than in the Pacific. The survival of the 
Atlantic genus is “highly questionable”, notes Mark Kurlansky in his 
comprehensive history, complete with historical recipes.

Foot Work
Tansy E. Hoskins  Weidenfeld & Nicolson (2020)
According to this pioneering, pugnacious study, our shoes “are the 
propulsion and the consequence of globalization”. In 2018, 24.2 billion 
pairs were manufactured, mostly in poor conditions, say industry 
experts interviewed by journalist Tansy Hoskins. Hazards include 
noxious fumes, toxic chemicals and poverty wages, as well as the 
suffering of animals intensively farmed for their hides. She proposes a 
move to plant-based, metal-free shoes made with non-toxic glues and 
dyes — and even, radically, “shoe libraries”. Andrew Robinson

farming and the actual origins of the modern 
organic movement. Heyman pays more atten-
tion to how Bromfield hosted Humphrey 
Bogart and Lauren Bacall’s wedding in 1945 
than to soil-building practices. In its descrip-
tions of history, the book verges on simplistic. 
It presents Bromfield as a leader, when he 
added little new thinking about restoration 
of degraded land. Heyman divides farming 
into industrial and organic camps and casts 
Bromfield as a champion of the latter — a guru 
who romanticized a disappearing era and saw 
solutions to modern problems in the past. Yet 
techniques used in organic farming created 
serious problems long before the rise of mod-
ern agrochemicals. From classical Greece to 
colonial America, tillage eroded topsoil out 
from under civilization after civilization.

As Heyman notes, Bromfield was not an 
organic purist. He realized that mineral 
and chemical fertilizers could be needed 
to kickstart the growth of enough biomass 
to sustain soil fertility with green manures. 
Such pragmatic thinking hasn’t endeared 
him to proponents of either organic or 

conventional techniques. But many of the 
practices Bromfield embraced are now cen-
tral to the burgeoning global movements of 
regenerative and conservation agriculture, 
which aim to maintain crop yields and farm 
profits while enhancing soil fertility and cut-
ting environmental impacts. As I discussed 
in my 2017 book Growing a Revolution, these 
innovative farmers combine traditional 
practices, such as planting cover crops and 
rotation, with more modern developments, 
such as no-till farming, to build fertile soil 
and reduce reliance on diesel, fertilizers and 
pesticides (while saving money). Bromfield’s 
story is an inspirational glimpse into the roots 
of these growing movements. 

Bromfield’s original insight, then, was 
seeing  the crucial importance of soil health 
before science really understood why this 
matters, or how to build it. Today we know that 
the future of farming lies not in replicating a 
mythical golden age, but in merging ancient 
wisdom with the technology of today.

David R. Montgomery is professor of 
geomorphology at the University of 
Washington in Seattle, and author of Dirt, The 
Hidden Half of Nature (with Anne Biklé) and 
Growing a Revolution. Twitter: @dig2grow;
e-mail: bigdirt@uw.edu 

“Bromfield’s original 
insight was seeing the 
crucial importance of 
soil health before science 
really understood why this 
matters, or how to build it.”
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