
The Natural and Cultural History of Soil 
 
This fall Keene State College will host a talk by MacArthur Fellow and professor 
of geomorphology at the University of Washington, Dr. David R. Montgomery. 
An internationally recognized geologist who studies landscape evolution and the 
effects of geological processes on ecological systems and human societies, Dr. 
Montgomery is the author of Dirt: The Erosion of Civilizations (2007), The 
Hidden Half of Nature: The Microbial Roots of Life and Health (2016, with Anne 
Bilké) Growing a Revolution: Bringing Our Soil Back to Life (2017). 
  
The talk by Dr. Montgomery is part of a community-based humanities program 
developed by Dr. Mark C. Long, professor of English, and Amanda Littleton, 
District Manager of the Cheshire County Conservation District, entitled “The 
Natural and Cultural History of Soil: Cultivating Fertile Soil, Generating Resilient 
Communities.”  
  
“The Natural and Cultural History of Soil” will bring farmers and the community 
into conversation through a historic perspective on how our current land use 
patterns of agriculture are built on models of the past. With the help of a New 
Hampshire Humanities Council Quarterly Grant the project brings together the 
Cheshire County Conservation District, Stonewall Farm, and Keene State College 
to host a series of educational events on the theme of soil—the foundation of a 
healthy food system. 
  
In addition to the College event on November 3rd, copies of Dr. Montgomery’s 
books will be available at the Keene Public Library and at the Toadstool 
Bookstore in Keene. We are also hosting the following events, open to students 
and members of the public: 
  

Tuesday October 3 6pm at Stonewall Farm: Screening of documentary film 
Soil and facilitated audience discussion to follow 
  
Thursday October 19th at 6pm at Stonewall Farm: Panel Discussion and 
breakout small group discussion of the books. 
  
Thursday November 2nd at 5pm: New Hampshire Association of 
Conservation Districts /Cheshire County Conservation District Annual 
Meeting, Keene Marriott (featuring a talk by Dr. Montgomery talk) 
  
Friday November 3rd at 11am: Dr. David Montgomery, “Growing a 
Revolution: Bringing Our Soil Back to Life,” Keene State College 
Centennial Hall, Alumni Center 

  
Below is a reading list, “The Literature of Soil,” and a list of resources.  
 
 



The Literature of Dirt: A Reading List 

Franklin Hiram King, Farmers of Forty Centuries; or Permanent 
Agriculture in China, Korea, and Japan (1911) 
 
In the early 1900s Franklin Hiram King of the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
shares how farmers in China, Korea, and Japan cultivated land and maintained 
soil fertility for more than four thousand years 
 
Rachel Carson, “Realms of the Soil,” chapter 5 of Silent Spring (1962) 

Carson’s chapter on the ecology of soil documents the environmental effects of 
broad-spectrum pesticides 

Masanobu Fukuoka, The One Straw Revolution (1975) 

A practical and philosophical manifesto about no-till agriculture, farming, eating, 
and the limits of human knowledge  
 
Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America: Culture and Agriculture 
(1977) 

Essays on the practices and assumptions of modern agriculture and an extended 
argument about modern life and its loss of community, devaluation of work, and 
destruction of nature 
 
William Bryant Logan, Dirt: The Ecstatic Skin of the Earth (1995) 

A literary and cultural reflection on dirt—the “ecstatic skin of the earth”—and 
that inspired the 2009 American documentary film directed by filmmakers Gene 
Rosow and Bill Benenson  
 
David Montgomery, Dirt: The Erosion of Civilizations (2007)  

A history of the problems of soil degradation and erosion from the beginnings of 
human agriculture to the present 

Eric C. Brevic and Lynn C. Burgess, eds, Soils and Human Health 
(2012) 
 

Essays that introduce readers to human health covering the influence of soil 

conservation and contact with soil on human health 

 



Judith D. Schwartz, Cows Save the Planet: And Other Improbable 
Ways of Restoring Soil to Heal the Earth (2013) 
 
Environmental journalism that links soil restoration to environmental, economic, 
and social problems, from climate change, desertification, biodiversity loss to 
rural poverty, and malnutrition 
 
Courtney White, Grass, Soil, Hope: A Journey Through Carbon 
Country  (2014) 
 
A chronicle of practices that capture carbon in the soil that links our treatment of 
the soil with the future of the planet 
 
Kristin Ohlson, The Soil Will Save Us: How Scientists, Farmers, and 
Foodies Are Healing the Soil to Save the Planet  (2014) 
 
An exploration of soil through stories of scientists and farmers and others of the 
dynamics of the natural world to adress environmental crisis 
 
Barbara Richardson, editor.  Dirt:  A Love Story (2015)   

Thirty-six short nonfiction essays (2015) on the beauty and mystery of dirt 

David Montgomery, Growing a Revolution: Bringing Our Soil Back 
to Life (2017) 

A geomorphologist tells the story of an emerging transformation of agricultural 
practices that begins with the soil and soil fertility—a revolution in philosophy 
and practice  

Paul Bogard, The Ground Beneath Us: From the Oldest Cities to the 
Last Wilderness, What Dirt Tells Us About Who We Are (2017) 

An exploration of the ground beneath us—from some of the oldest cities to the 
undisturbed areas we call wilderness. “We walk on ground that teems with life—
an incredible one-third of all living organisms—a trove of biodiversity still only 
just starting to be explored” 

 

 

 

 



Resources 

Dig It! The Secrets of Soil 
http://forces.si.edu/soils/ 
 
Exhibit from the Smithsonian's National Museum of Natural History on display 
at the Museum from July 18, 2008 through Jan 10, 2010. Includes useful links to 
extension activities, educational materials, and further reading 
 
Global Assessment of Soil Degradation GLASOD 
http://www.isric.org/projects/global-assessment-human-induced-soil-
degradation-glasod 
 
The UNEP-funded GLASOD project has produced a world map of human-
induced soil degradation, using a expert-based approach. Includes a global map, 
at a scale of 1:10 million, and documented in a downloadable database 

 
International Year of Soils Web Site (2015) 
http://www.fao.org/soils-2015/en/ 
 
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations has been 
nominated to implement the IYS 2015, within the framework of the Global Soil 
Partnership and in collaboration with Governments and the secretariat of the 
United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification. Includes audio, video, and 
print resources  
 
Natural Resources Conservation Service 
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/soils/edu/ 
 
A collection of soil education resources and links to print and web-based 
information  
 
The Land Institute 
https://landinstitute.org/ 
 
The Land Institute is a science-based research organization based on Salina, 
Kansas, working to develop an alternative to current destructive agricultural 
practices  
 
Soil Knowledge Network 
http://www.nswskn.com/ 

The NSW Soil Knowledge Network Inc. is a group of retired and semi-retired soil 
specialists who are passionate about soil and the land.  They are an independent, 
not-for-profit group, which captures critical soil knowledge and experience 
 



The Alliance of Crop, Soil, and Environmental Science Societies 
(ACSESS) https://dl.sciencesocieties.org/ 

The Alliance of Crop, Soil, and Environmental Science Societies (ACSESS) is an 
association of prominent international scientific societies headquartered in 
Madison, Wisconsin, USA. ACSESS was created by and is composed of the 
American Society of Agronomy (ASA, founded in 1907), the Crop Science Society 
of America (CSSA, founded in 1955), and the Soil Science Society of America 
(SSSA, founded in 1936). Includes an extensive digital library of books, journals, 
magazines, and presentations 
 
George Monbiot, Journalist 
http://www.monbiot.com/2015/03/25/3703/ 

Essay “Ploughing on Regardless” (published in The Guardian 25 March 2015)  
centered around a question: Almost all other issues are superficial by comparison 
to soil loss. So why don’t we talk about it? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


