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This thoroughly researched and fact-filled text book was first written in Hungarian – and then translated for more general readership by Balázs Breznay. Before reviewing the content, it must be said that Mr Breznay has succeeded admirably in what must have been an arduous task, given the technical complexity of the text and the need to keep it ‘readable’.  It has been translated to make it accessible to a wider, Central European audience – though it will also appeal to soil scientists from a much broader geographical catchment.

Márta Birkás – together with three co-authors for specific chapters - has put together three hundred and fifty pages of condensed research findings and recommendations on tillage and the soil. The nine chapters are wide ranging in scope, though do not seem to have any specific sequence. Thus sandwiched between “Aims of soil tillage” (Chapter 2), and “Effect of site factors” (Chapter 4), appears “Tillage – energy requirement and soil damage”. This, in fact, hardly diminishes from the overall impact of the book – serving merely to emphasise the fact that it is reference book rather than a continuous text. But this brings me to another and more important point: would it not have been served admirably by an index? Of course it would have meant considerably more work. Perhaps in a second edition?

The book is replete with figures and table (though without a listing). Taking chapter 7 at random (“Practical applicability of environmental conserving and energy saving tillage”) there are 23 tables and 68 (yes, sixty eight) figures. This adds huge value to the text that otherwise would be much harder to digest. Machines are displayed in photographs and in drawings; numerous figures depict the impact of good and poor tillage practices on soils.

So what is the central message? Well this is not a simplistic tome portraying the merits of traditional ploughing – or persuading us to abandon the plough. It’s a vast collection of experimental evidence to show that nothing is as simple as it seems, and answers must be sought for specific situations. As the invited foreword (here “dedication”) writer, György Várallyay puts it succinctly: “…it serves as a good example for those people waging war against over-generalisation”. That’s an important message to heed just as the battle lines are being drawn between the conventional tillage and no-till proponents in Europe and elsewhere. There is no simple answer: soils differ, slopes play a role, climates are not the same, previous soil treatment cannot be ignored and change isn’t easy – or readily accepted.

One of the strengths of this book is easily overlooked: the liberal use of historical quotations to head sections. Wisdom abounds in these. Thus we read that Ernő Kemenesy observed in 1964 “it is not nearly as important to completely invert crop residues as it is thought…..residues should be chopped, for this is the way to create a mixture of organic matter – so-called mulch – covering the surface which is regarded so highly in up-to-date tillage”. And such relatively recent (yet prescient) quotes are mixed with nuggets from the classics. Thus Vergil, two millennia ago, notes that you should “vary the crops on your land and thereby you will let it rest; leave it unploughed from time to time, and you will be even more richly rewarded”. Plinius, from the same era, announces that “Nothing causes as much damage as does neglected arable land”. Well said that man! These are gems from a book that will find its rightful place on any University bookshelf where soil science and sustainable land management are taught and studied.
