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But the whole subsidy business is I mean well it’s quite extraordinary really – 
it all began after the war when Europe nearly starved, and the German U-
boats had very nearly sunk ships bringing beef from Argentina, lamb from 
New Zealand, wheat from Canada. And not surprisingly immediately after 
the last war, the politicians of Europe were totally obsessed, literally 
obsessed, that never again would Europe be dependent on outside sources 
for food, not unreasonable given what had happened. So they said to the 
farmers of Europe, ‘please would you all go out and produce a lot more than 
you ever have before and we’ll see you don’t suffer.’ And the farmers of 
Europe who were not unintelligent said ‘come off it, we know what 
happens, we do produce more, what happens is that the price goes down. 
So no thank you.’ Whereupon the politicians of Europe, this was the 
beginnings of the common market, said ‘no relax, we will ensure that the 
price doesn’t go down because what we will do is we will invent a system 
whereby if the price ever goes down below a certain level, we will 
intervene and buy it’. And thus was born the intervention system. And it 
worked. And so the farmers of Europe produced more and more and more 
and more and more, and every year there would be a big demonstration and 
manifestation in Paris and in Brussels whereby the farmers of Europe would 
march through the streets saying ‘unless Brussels raises the intervention 
price, we’ll all go bust.’ And every year the politicians of Europe found this 
rather a compelling argument and did raise intervention price – such that it 
became very profitable to produce almost anything. And when we came in 
this country went into the common market it was wonderful, it was heaven 
to be alive – the more we produced it didn’t matter, if nobody wanted to 
buy it the government would buy it, so when I started farming in 1972, our 
objective on this farm was to produce 5 tonnes of wheat to the hector. 
Within a decade, our objective was to produce 10 tonnes of wheat to the 
hector which we did frequently and it didn’t matter if nobody wanted to 
buy it because the government would buy it, Brussels would buy it. So we 
were making buckets of money – it was lovely, and this lasted for another 
fifteen years until the tax payers of Europe and the politicians said ‘hang on 
this is crazy, this is totally crazy paying Oliver Walston to produce wheat 
which nobody wants to buy and we pay a very expensive price for and then 
keep in disused aircraft hangers and as if that weren’t enough, we also buy 
all the milk that people don’t want to buy and we buy all the wine that 
people don’t want to buy, the wine lake, the milk lake etc.’ And thus was 
born the beginnings of the reform of the common agricultural policy.  The 



interesting problem is that people my age, namely in their 50s, 60s and 70s 
who have come into farming during that period, believe somehow, 
instinctively, that it’s their right. Whereas people my father’s generation 
who lived through the bad old days of the 1930s, kept thinking ‘this’ll never 
last, it’s mad – it’s wonderful – but it’s mad.’ My father’s generation were of 
course totally correct, but it explains how there are a bunch of miserable 
and ungrateful farmers in England today who because they were brought up 
in this world where it didn’t matter what you produced somebody was going 
to pay you a lot, genuinely felt that this was the situation that was normal, 
that was natural and it isn’t. 


