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Sapperton Soil  Journey     A utumn 2024  
 

Ky le  R i chardv i l l e  

 

K y l e  i s  a  s o i l  s c i en t i s t  f o r  U nd e r st and i ng  A g  an d  s o i l  men tor  f or  Reg en e r a t e 

O u t c omes .  He  g r ew  u p  on  a  mu l t i -g en er a t i on  g r ai n  and  v eg e t ab l e  f ar m  i n  

I n d i an a  w i t h  h i s  p a r en t s  and  th r ee  s ib l in g s .  He  st ud i ed  Nu t r i t i on  f or  h i s  

B ac h e l or ’ s  D egr ee  an d  h as  a  Mas t er ’ s  deg r ee  i n  So i l  M i cr ob i a l  Ec o l og y .  S i nc e 

ob t a i n in g  h is  g r ad u at e  d egr ee ,  K y l e  h as  c on t in u ed  t o  w or k  i n  ag r ic u l t ur a l  

r e s ea rc h .  H i s  exp e r i enc es  and  edu c at i on  s o  f ar  h av e  s h own  h i m  t h at  t h e  f ood 

w e  ea t ,  an d  th e  s t a t e  o f  t h e  s o i l  a r e  f ou nd at i on al  t o  t he  h ea l t h  o f  l i v i n g 

c r ea tu r e s  an d  ec os y s t ems .  K y l e  c ur r en t l y  l i v e s  in  t h e  Un i t ed  K i n g d om w it h  h i s  

w i f e ,  Mi ch e l l e ,  wh e r e h e i s  edu c a t in g  an d c ons u l t i ng  f ar mer s  as  th ey  mov e 

f or w ard  on  t h e i r  r eg en er a t i v e  j our n ey s .   

 

  

One glance  at  the  news can give  even the  most op t imist ic  among  us reason to  pause .  Ch ief  

among the  negat ive  head l ines i s  the  rap id ly  changing c l imate ,  wh ich  has a l ready led  to 

chal lenging weather  patterns ,  mass migrat ion  and regional  conf l ic ts .  The scale  of  work needed 

to amel iorate  th ese  prob lems is  hercu lean ,  but there i s  at  least  one point of agency in which 

humans have a tremendous opportun i ty  to change the  s i tuat ion  for  the  better .  That point of  

agency is  the  so i l  beneath  our  feet .  A l though not immediate ly  obvious,  the  so i l  i s  an  essent ia l  

p layer  in  a heal thy funct ion ing c l imate  because  poor  so i l  heal th  leads to ineff ic ient cyc l ing o f  

energy ,  water ,  nutr ients and l i fe  i tse l f .  The probab il i ty  of  exper ienc ing chal lenging weather 

patterns ,  mass migrat i on  and regional  conf l ic ts  increases dramatic al ly  a s the  eff ic iency of  

Earth ’s  natural  cyc les decreases.  As 19 t h  century Amer ican  journal i st  A l fred  Henry Lewis put 

i t ,  “ the  on ly  bar r ie r  between us and anarchy is  the  last  n ine  meals  we ’ve  had .” 1   

 

 

 

 

http://www.sappertonwilder.co.uk/
mailto:communityscience@sappertonwilder.co.uk


 

 

W ebs i t e  www. s apper t onwi l der . co . uk  

Em ai l  com mun i t y s c i ence@s appert onwi l der . co .uk  

 

Pag e  2  of  4  

Convent ional  agr icu l ture ’s incent iv is ing  use  of  the  p lough ,  fer t i l i zers ,  and pest ic ides in  the 

past hundred-p lus years has had the  un intended consequence of wear ing out many so i l s  

g lobal ly ,  par t icu lar ly  those  that were  of  marginal  ag r icu l tural  product ion  to begin  w ith .  The 

key to regenerat ing so i l  funct ion ,  and consequent ly  improving c l imat ic  cond i t ions ,  i s  to  

incent iv i se  abundant ,  d iverse  quant i t ies of  l i fe  to reappear  in  the so i l .  Sapperton Wi lder  i s 

attempting to do jus t  that by exper imenting with  ways t o improve b iod ivers i ty  and 

soc ioeconomic  returns from marginal  Cotswold  land .  

 

Sapperton Wi lder  i s  sp l i t  in to three  b locks:  a Northe rn  b lock ,  a Central  b lock and a  Southern  

b lock .  The Northern  b lock was prev iously  under  organ ic  arab le  management and was a lso  

grazed by sheep. Th is  sect ion  is be ing used as a restorat ion  pro ject for spe c ies r ich grass land .  

The Central  and Southern  b locks were  h istor ical ly  cereal  crop f ie lds farms us ing convent ional  

methods.  The Central  b lock w i l l  be  put in to mixed orchards in terspersed w ith  crops and grazed 

grass l and w ith  anc ient breed catt le ,  wh i le  the  Southern  b lock w i l l  be used to test  the  eff icacy 

of  var ious regenerat ive  farming pract ices .  Implementing a restorat ion  b lock ,  an  agroforestry  

b lock and a str ic t ly  regenerat ive  farming b lock w i l l  y ie ld  important data compar ing and 

contrast ing each sys tem’s effect on  the  so i l .  

 

I t ' s  very d i ff icu l t  to  know how far  you ’ve  come i f  you don ’t  know where you star ted .  For  th is  

reason ,  Sapperton Wi lder  has taken base l ine  measurements in  2021 to asse ss the  in i t i a l  st ate  

of  so i l s .  Datapoints co l lected inc lude avai lab le  n i trogen (N) ,  phosph orus (P ) ,  potass ium (K )  and 

magnesium (Mg) ,  as  we l l  a s  bu lk  densi ty ,  wh ich  i s  a  good ind icator  o f  so i l  comp act ion  over  

t ime . Importan t ly ,  so i l  tes ts  w i l l  a l so be  track ing c arbon -centr ic  datapoints l i ke  organ ic  matter  

percentage ,  CO 2  resp irat ion ,  and the  qu ant i ty  of  act i ve  carbon in  the  so i l .  A  s impl i f ied  way to 

th ink about d i fferent so i l  carbon metr ics i s  the fo l low ing analogy.  So i l  organ ic  matter  can  be  

thought of  as the  s ize of  the house  for so i l  organ isms.  So i l  resp i rat ion  ind icates the act iv i ty  

of  the  inhab i tants ins ide  the  house .  Organ ic  carbon is  the  amount of  potent ia l  food ins ide  the 

house ,  wh i le  act ive  carbon is  the  amount of  food immediate ly  avai lab le  for  the  inhab i tants a t  

the  moment of  test ing.  The main  point to remember  is  that l i fe  on  th is  p lan et i s  c arbon-based  

and cyc l ica l ,  so the more eff ic ient ly  carbon cyc les in and out of  the so i l ,  the more product ive 

that so i l  w i l l  be .  Th is  i s  l i ke  water  fa l l ing and turn ing a turb ine .  The water  needs to be  moving 

for  work to be done .  An enormously large  qu ant i ty  of  water  of  st i l l  water  does not turn of  the 

turb ine .   

 

Simi lar ly ,  we don ’t  necessar i ly  want carbon to be p laced in the  so i l  and never leave .  Eff ic ient 

cyc l ing of  carbon turns the  turb ine  of  l i fe .  The beauty of  natural  system s is  that they s lowly  

accumulate  more  carbon in  the  so i l  th an is  resp i red out unt i l  an  equ i l ib r ium is  reached. At th is  

point ,  the  amount of  carbon ex i t ing equals  the  amount enter ing,  wh ich is  the s i tuat ion  in  

c l imax forest  or  gras s land ecosystem s averaged over  t ime . The goal  of  f armers i s  to  mimic  th is  

process ,  and so i l  test ing he lps track t ha t progress .  Be ar  in  mind that cer ta in  values l ike  organ ic  
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matter  can  take  years or  decades to s i gn i f icant ly  move the  need le ,  depend ing on the  inherent 

so i l  and c l imat ic  cond i t ions.   

 

For  the  past two years ,  Sapperton Wi lder  has rep l icated so i l  tests  to compare  against  b ase l ine  

values.  Sapperton has chosen to rest  each of  the  b locks dur ing that per iod through the  use of  

herbal  leys and w i ldf lower  meadows,  so these  in i t ia l  resu l ts  are  im portant in  understand ing 

how leys and w i ldf lower  meadows affect so i l  chemical  and b io logical  metr ics .  As i t  turns out ,  

many so i l  heal th  ind icators are  head ing in  the  r ight d i rect ion ,  inc lud ing organ ic  matter  

percentage ,  CO 2  resp i rat ion  and act ive carbon le ve ls .  These three metr ics show that the 

abundance and act iv i ty  of  l i fe  in  the  so i l  are  increas ing as Sapperton has a l lowed the  land to  

rest .   

 

As everyone knows,  Mother  Nature doesn ’t  a lways play n ice ,  and var iab les l ike weather  make 

short-term compar isons very d i ff icu l t  to  prove causat ion ,  espec ia l ly  w ith extremely h igh 

prec ip i tat ion  leve ls  l i ke those  exper ienced in  much of the  UK in  2023/2024. Some so i l  test 

values decreased from 2021 -2023,  but th is  just  shows the  importance of  tak ing context in to 

considerat ion ,  as we l l  as  hav ing a long -term perspect ive .  Excess ive ly  dry and excess ive ly  wet 

years w i l l  h inder  b io logical  act iv i ty  and so i l  funct ion  eff ic iency.  That ’s  just  the  nature of…. 

wel l ,  nature !  I t  w i l l  be  very in terest ing to evaluate  h ow 2024 data stack s up given the  act ion  

of leys .  I t ’ s  essent ia l  we cont inue to grow our  understand ing of  how aboveground 

in tervent ions dr ive  improvements in so i l  heal th  and , u l t imate ly ,  food y ie ld ,  b iod ivers i ty ,  and 

of  course  income.  

 

     

 

Data captured from soi l  tests  i s  on ly one p iece  of the  puzz le , however .  Observat ions l ike 

v isual  so i l  aggregat ion ,  so i l  aroma,  an imal  per formanc e ,  p lant leaf  morphology and b iod ivers i ty  

are  equal ly as important to track progress .  These are the  natural  lang uages that our  ancestors 

re l ied  upon to gain  invaluab le  w isdom without modern  technology ,  and we would  be  w ise  to 
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re learn  how to do so ourse lves.  Such v isual  progress has a l ready been documented at  

Sapperton in  just  two years ,  wh ich  i s  incred ib le  g iven the  shor t  amount of  t ime that the  sys tem 

has been al lowed to heal ,  re lat ive  to prev ious decades of  be ing overworked .  

  

Th is  i s  encouraging not on ly  because  i t  shows the  potent ia l  of  farms to produce food in an 

envi ronmental ly -fr iend ly  manner ,  but a lso because  i t  prov ides a d i rect example  to farmers  

across the  country that regenerat ive  pract ices can  work .  So i l  data from sub sequent years ,  

a long w ith  f inanc ia l  data from future  years o f  arab le  and l ivestock product ion  w i l l  add an  

important chapter  in the ta le  of  regenerat ion  that humanity  needs to wr i te .  By documenting 

the  detai led ,  long-term journey of  the  so i l ,  Sapperton Wi ld er  are  creat ing a valuab le  data set  

that w i l l  prov ide  ins ights in to the  re lat ionsh ip s between management pract ices and 

envi ronmental  we ll -be ing for  many years .  
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