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Ladies and Gentlemen, dear colleagues,

dear friends,

A simple, succinct answer to the question, “Why Berlin?” could be, “Everybody knows Berlin!”  But indeed the answer is not so simple.

Berlin has always attracted people who have the desire to make something special of their lives and their future: designers, artists, scientists, visionaries and sometimes crazy people too. Although it may seem that launching an International Society of Organic Agriculture Research places us in the later category, the future should teach us that it is not foolhardy to be visionaries as well as realists.

We believe that the time is ripe to launch ISOFAR and that this setting is well-suited for the occasion. This city’s atmosphere has always enabled Berliners to create new trends that are long-lived and influential world-wide. 

 Let us be inspired by the genius loci imbued in this place!

This room, the Leibnizsaal, is located in a building that was constructed in 1901 for the former Preussische Seehandlung, later named the Preussische Staatsbank (Bank of Prussia). Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, the distinct philosopher and mathematician whom this room is named after, launched this Academy of Science (formerly the Churfürstlich Brandenburgische Societät der Wissenschaften) about 303 years ago. You reached the heart of this former bank building by climbing the original curved marble stair to the Plenary hall, which is the conference centre of the Academy. This room with its side aisles, today a  ‘cathedral or temple of science,’ was the former hall of the bank .

King Frederick II (1712 – 1786), also known as Frederick the Great, founded the Preussische Seehandlung in 1772. It introduced steam navigation on the rivers Spree, Havel crossing and passing Berlin and Elbe, and financed the construction of roads and railways while maintaining industrial plants, big farms and estates. The 'Preussische Seehandlung' constructed ships which navigated the globe and collected foreign goods including antiques for Prussian museums and books or encyclopaedia for Wilhelm von Humboldt, who can be regarded as the greatest exponent of the ideal of humanism.  With his brother Alexander, Wilhelm studied at the University of Göttingen, the most modern University in Germany that time, and attended lectures in Classical philology delivered by the important representative of human philology, Christian Gottlob Heyne.

In 1807, Wilhelm von Humboldt conceptualized the University in Berlin, which was founded by Frederick Wilhelm III in 1810 and later named after Humboldt.  Wilhelm believed in the idea of  the ‘universal man,’ open to all forms of nature and culture, who realises  himself and makes his life a work of art. Wilhelm was convinced that the study of the Classical languages, and through this the spirit of antiquity, would be an excellent tool for achieving this aim. On the other hand, it was clear to him that historical and linguistic research was not solely a matter of intellect, but an exercise that demands a united effort of mind and spirit.

Alexander von Humboldt, 2 years younger than his brother Wilhelm, was similar. He was born September 14, 1769 around the corner at Jägerstrasse 22, which is now the main entrance to the Academy. The increasing activities of the Prussian Seehandlung in later years resulted in an expansion of the rooms, including the town residence of the Humboldt brothers’ parents. Therefore we can claim that today’s inaugural assembly is taking place in the house where Alexander von Humboldt was born.

 Why should ISOFAR’s launching ceremony be in such a significant historical location?

The cosmopolitan attitude of Alexander, linked with the worldwide activities of the Preussische Seehandlung, parallels the aims of our international society. 

In order to finance his journey to America Alexander sold his inheritance, the Ringenwalde Estate, located nearby. Preparations for this first ‘American Journey’ lasted six years. At 2:00 p.m. on June 5, 1799,  the frigate 'Pizarro' set sail passing a blockade of English warships stationed off the Spanish coast. This was the time of the Napoleonic Wars and Spain was allied with France. For five years Alexander and Aimé Bonpland were far from ‘Old Europe,’ where old structures would crumble.  

Of the first day at sea Alexander writes: “What happiness is opening for me! My head is spinning with joy!….Man must desire what is great and good…  I shall collect  plants and fossils, be able to make astronomical observations with first class instruments,  I shall chemically analyse the air…But that is not the main purpose of my journey. I shall always be watching the interplay of forces, the influence of  the inanimate nature on the  world of plants and animals, my attention will be fixed on this harmony  of things…” (4.1).

The journey had profound scientific, economic, social and political consequences. It brought  Alexander von Humboldt great fame and scientific renown. An ocean current, bay, lake,  river, mountain peak and mountain range bear his name. In the United States alone, eight towns were named after him, as well as streets, schools and universities worldwide. In Germany the extraordinary Humboldt Foundation facilitates the research and exchange of gifted scientists from Germany and abroad.

Alexander von Humboldt discovered both t h e world and a  n e w world.

Starting his westward journey here, his travels had significance not only for the scientific world, but for all mankind. 

Five years of investigations resulted in an extensive publication, “The American Journey” which consisted of 30 volumes (only 11 were originally planned). Preparation of the publication took almost 30 years. Diplomatic missions in the service of two Prussian kings and an oft forgotten Asian expedition plan hindered an earlier finish, but “The American Journey” edition was never really completed.

Only one-third of the total distance travelled during the five years American voyage was described. The total cost of the work amounted to 600,000 gold francs. Humboldt paid this extraordinary amount largely out of his own fortune forcing him to depend on his pension from the Prussian state and credits which willing friends granted him. Humboldt intended this work to be broader than just scientific results and provide moral guidance in troubled times (4.2).

At the invitation of the Russian Czar in 1829 the mining engineer, Humboldt, visited that country’s mines and smelters and discovered a diamond mine in the Ural mountains. He travelled about 18,000 kilometres in 25 weeks and was able to boast of reaching the 

Western border of China. The book on Central Asia, dedicated to the Czar, became a scientific sensation. Humboldt, who had been called another Columbus, was now celebrated as the second Marco Polo.

We like to emphasize that from Berlin this unique scientist planned and realised  his global north-to-south and west-to-east expeditions, opened an unfamiliar world and bridged it to the familiar.   

Alexander von Humboldt was the most important and most influential scientist of his time and perhaps, together with Goethe, the last universal mind. Presumably, no other scientist before or since has had such world-wide significance. Humboldt met Goethe for the first time in 1794. Goethe himself worked intensively on physics, botany, anatomy, mineralogy and meteorology. In botany, for instance, Goethe proceeded from the concept of the primordial plant (Urpflanze), or as one might say, the intrinsic or essential plant. Frederick Schiller taught him that such a plant is an ideal that does not exist, but in Goethe’s view these  qualities are manifest in each individual plant.

By concentrating on the whole, present in each part and searching for the fundamental realities and conditions of their emergence in individual phenomenon, Alexander can be considered a pupil of Goethe. Unity in variety became his basic principle. Like Goethe, Alexander saw nature as a ‘cosmos’ of forms which, for him, became historical. Morphology was regarded as a historical process (4.3).

As Humboldt’s biographer Feisst (1978) outlined, “…Goethe gave him, as it were, new organs.” And Goethe said of Humboldt, “Wherever one looks, he is at home, pouring out the treasures of his mind for us .” (4.3)

Alexander had a great love for detail, but he never forgot that every object and new insight is  only a part of the whole picture . 

The citation:

“ For the thoughtful observer nature is unity in variety, a combination of the manifold in form and mixture,  the essence of natural things and natural powers as a living whole.  The most important result of research is therefore this: to recognize the unity in variety; to comprehend from the individual phenomenon all that the discoveries of the past ages have to offer us from study of the individual phenomenon; to examine the details and separate them , but not be overwhelmed by their number: in the awareness of the sublime destiny of man, to grasp the spirit of nature which is hidden under the surface of appearances. In this way our efforts will be directed beyond the narrow limits of the  senses and we may succeed by grasping the spirit of  nature, which is hidden beneath the surface of appearances …” (4.4).
But in Alexander’s day it was not easy to retain a vision of unity, to see the multitude of things as part of a totality and understand the world as a whole. 

After meeting with Goethe, Humboldt planned to present a comprehensive summary of current knowledge describing the world, nature, man and his history. Goethe had the same plan, but it was never fulfilled. The first two volumes of “The Cosmos,” published in 1845 and 1847, were much more than just a scientific compendium. With “The Cosmos” Alexander von Humboldt tried to articulate to his contemporaries a new perspective following the crisis in philosophy and religion.

Alexander considered science as a hope and a deliverer. As in the present there was a widespread mistrust of science. "It was a scepticism borne of insufficient knowledge and it led to instinctive fear" (4.5). But Alexander, like his brother Wilhelm, opened his mind starting from an awareness of the individual, for whose sole benefit he believed research should be pursued. 

“The human being was always the centrepiece of Alexander von Humboldt’s interests,” (J. Maaß). No wonder that he became a great patron. His assistance was extended willingly, generously and unselfishly, often to the limit of his means. Alexander von Humboldt frequently gave advice and intervened on behalf of others (4.5). 

 Alexander von Humboldt exemplified the best virtues a scientist and individual can possess and has given us clear guidance for: how to integrate life and science.

Alexander von Humboldt’s direct contribution to agriculture is measured on a different scale.

On the South American coast he was shown extensive deposits of bird droppings and was the first to transport some of this guano to Europe. Only after 1840 did greater quantities arrive in England and Germany that was in 1842 after being recommended as a desirable manure by Justus von Liebig.  It was Alexander von Humboldt who advocated that von Liebig, a 21-year-old Hessian chemist, become an associate for chemistry at the University of Gießen (10).

During the second half of the 18th century the population increase in Europe necessitated greater attention to agricultural production in Prussia which was pushed by Frederick the Great.  He introduced potatoes to Prussia per decree of July 18, 1748. In 1771-72 the starvation in Germany, due to cereal crop failures, could only be overcome by extensive deliveries of potatoes from Prussia. 

Every spring and autumn, Frederick travelled through the provinces of Prussia, not only to see how things were proceeding in the countryside, but seeking closer contact with the public. He presents the virtue of not only being the King but also of being the first servant of his state, oriented to the well-being of the simple people who had to be protected from the despotism of the nobility. When taking over the reign in Prussia, on the second day of his reign in Prussia, Frederick opened the state-owned stocks and sold cheap grain to the Prussian people. He cancelled the food taxes for more than 6 months. This King was not only a soldier; he was a farmer, a philosopher who closely communicated with Voltaire, and the founder of enlightened absolutism. This came at a time of the prevailing influence of the philosophy of Enlightenment which promoted the extended freedom and independence of the individual. 

Albrecht Thaer began his intensive study of the works of the philosopher Voltaire in grammar school. This would influence his scientific work not only as a medic, but as t h e

representative for the scientifically based agriculture and a rational animal breeding in Prussia and Central Europe.

In the same year (1804), when Alexander von Humboldt returned from his American journey Thaer received a call from King Frederick III to relocate to Prussia in order to extend his agricultural research and teaching. Thaer was educated as a medic. Since 1796 he was medical attendant to King George III of England. In agriculture he had a systematic scientific-based approach. For Thaer research derived from a hobby and science evolved into his lifelong profession. He bought the 300 hectare estate, Möglin, 50 km northeast of Berlin. To finance the purchase he sold his property in Lower Saxony bringing his family and some employees to Möglin. 

In the same year, Thaer became a member of the Academy of Science in Berlin. In the company of another famed member, Alexander von Humboldt, he helped increase the prestige of agricultural science (10). He became Councillor of State (1809) and Associate of Finance Sciences at the University of Berlin, where he lectured in winter, though summers were in Möglin. Retiring from his professorship 1819 at the age of 67, he devoted himself to agricultural research, field trials and teaching. He died in Möglin on October 26, 1828, leaving to mankind groundbreaking publications in many fields of agriculture and agricultural experimentation. The publication list consists of nearly 400 titles. Thaer’s important contributions  were derived from  English agriculture and applied to further develop German agriculture . With the edition "Grundsätze der rationellen Landwirtschaft (Principles of Efficient Agriculture)," 1809-1812, which consisted of 4 volumes, he gave a comprehensive and wholistic view of agriculture. He focused on the farm as a whole unit and integrated the former partial solutions. The business management predominantly focused on making sustainable profits. Until Thaer agricultural science was empirical science, now supplemented by field trials in order to enable the farmer to chose the best adopted technique for his site conditions. Thaer introduced crop rotation farming,building soil fertility mainly through farmyard manure. He devoloped a 'humus theory'. Animal husbandry was based on cattle and sheep, fed with forage which was predominantly produced on arable land. This resulted in mixed crop-livestock farms that functioned like an organism. We do define Organic Agriculture as an organisational principle to manage a farm as far as possible within a closed system like an organism.

Thaer is considered t h e founder of scientifically-based farm management, which is often considered to be the central discipline in agriculture. It may be his provocative statements that the agricultural economy aims for the highest and sustained profits that the people of the Weimar Republic saw his portrait on the 10-Reichsmark note. In the field of agriculture Thaer was a generalist and in his works perceptive and systematic. Albrecht Thaer had a passion for farming, science and teaching. His achievements  were wrought with a sense of responsibility for the country and its people. 

It seems to me that  Albrecht Thaer manifests the combined characteristics of the other mentioned personalities. For the 50th anniversary of his doctoral degree Goethe dedicated a poem to him which Karl-Friedrich Zelter set to music. 

100 years later, in 1924, Rudolf Steiner after repeatedly discussing agricultural matters with scientists and farmers, gave 8 lectures usually referred to as the "Agriculture Course". This inspired an experimental network and the biodynamic movement, which became the first organised group in Organic Agriculture. Earlier in 1897, Steiner had moved from Weimar to Berlin where the atmosphereof the great times of Alexander von Humboldt, Hegel, Schleiermacher and others was still tangible.

Back to Alexander von Humboldt: On June 23, 1802 two-hundred and one years ago, Alexander von Humboldt began the ascent of Chimborazo which was believed to be the highest mountain in the world. It was this expedition that Humboldt was so proud for the rest of his life.

He described the climb, performed in normal boots, walking coat and necktie:

“ The path grew narrower  and steeper. All but one of the natives left us, our pleas and threats were in vain…The rock path we were walking was often only eight or ten inches wide. On the left  the slope  was covered  with snow…on the right our gaze shuddert a drop of 800 or 1000 feet out of which reared bare perpendicular crags. Gradually we  all began to suffer from a great feeling of sickness….Our gums were bleeding and so were our lips. Our eyes were also  bloodshot….We could see quite close to us the dome -like summit of Chimborazo…The hope of reaching this summit spurred us on…we hastened forward with confident steps only to be confronted suddenly with a kind of ravine 400 feet deep and 60 wide. It presented an unsuperable barrier to our further progress…” (4.6).

Alexander von Humboldt had climbed to a height of 5881 meters. Although he did not reach the summit of Chimborazo he was the first person to attain this height, a world record that remained unbroken for more then 20 years. 

 Dear members of this inaugural meeting, will ISOFAR be our Chimborazo? 

Bringing new scientific excellence into organic farming research while maintaining the roots of the organic idea will be the aim of ISOFAR and will mark the beginning of the next phase of organic agricultural research as outlined by Urs Niggli, before. 

ISOFAR will give researchers tools and opportunities both to excel in disciplinary work and to develop interdisciplinary experience. Improved worldwide scientific dialogue will enable researchers to apply a more holistic view on agriculture. The interdisciplinary approach will consequently be followed by participatory research, on-farm observations and stakeholder dialogue.

Promoting Organic Agriculture in the context of research cooperation between Southern and Northern countries is crucial for ISOFAR as well. In particular, ISOFAR wants scientists from international research centres, located in the tropics and subtropics, to become members. ISOFAR aims to promote and to encourage research in all branches of Organic Agriculture and to facilitate the cooperation of scientific activities, education and knowledge transfer on a global scale by means of various membership services, its publications, events and scientific structure.

We are motivated by the motto of Karl Friedrich Schinkel printed on the back of the  cover of our official conference folder. Schinkel is the architect of several famous edifices in Berlin exhibiting Prussian Classicism, some of which we will see on tomorrow’s excursion. Schinkel’s buildings are the urban compliment to the landscape architecture of his friend, Peter Joseph Lenné, the famous garden architect who designed many parks in and around Berlin (not only those forming the landscape around Potsdam) which have been enrolled in the UNESCO list of world heritage sites. 

ISOFAR will be based on permanent and temporary sections where scientific excellence is required (vertical structure). These sections divided into sub-sections are the main bodies of ISOFAR. Interdisciplinary (holistic) approaches will be enabled in commissions bringing together sections' experts. This horizontal structure also includes the interactive interdisciplinary and participatory approaches, establishing taskforces temporarily oriented on special, e.g. regional problems. It underlines the dynamic structure of ISOFAR to react on special problems rapidly. Commissions will also tackle general, conceptual or strategic aims and needs of organic agricultural research. 

In the afternoon, we will discuss and adopt the statutes of ISOFAR. Some might believe that the predominant vertical structure given by the sections of the society will hinder our aim to realize an interdisciplinary and participatory approach. But an analogy to Schinkel’s Classical architecture or a Greek Temple refutes this misunderstanding. 

Indeed, at first sight, columns dominate the edifice, but the building is more: it consists of the roof, the gable frieze not a quadriga which crowns the building; it is inextricably bound to the landscape. More important: it has a spirit, a mission, which is not seen or detected physically, but materialises in its effects upon people or things..

I am confident that we will not fail to lay the foundations for a structure of a society where scientists can interact through interdisciplinary work, a society that can be a home to all researchers and those sharing our mission to participate in the evolution of the ideas and ideals of the aforementioned great personalities.
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