
John Bennet Lawes was an archetypal Victorian; scientist, 

entrepreneur and benefactor.  He became interested in science 

after leaving Brasenose College, Oxford and, on assuming 

responsibility for the management of the Rothamsted Estate, 

started a number of small-scale experiments in pots in 1837-39 and 

in the field in 1840-41. He tested various ammonium salts on 

cabbages and showed that ammonium phosphate gave the 

greatest yields, thus highlighting the importance of phosphorus in 

plant nutrition. He also found that bones, treated with sulphuric 

acid to produce superphosphate, increased the yields of turnips 

grown on the soils at Rothamsted. 

Lawes realised that the information gathered from the field experiments in successive seasons became 

increasingly valuable; hence many continued for much longer than originally planned. The initial size of 

the experiments has meant that it has been possible to sub-divide plots and modify treatments or 

management - when there is good scientific reason to do so - thus ensuring that they remain as 

relevant today as when they first started. They have become increasingly important to agricultural, 

ecological and environmental science. 

Early experiments were on both animal and crop nutrition. The 

results on feeding of animals were the first to show that they put on 

fat from eating carbohydrate. 

Today, Lawes and Gilbert are best known for the series of field 

experiments on farm crops that were started between 1843 and 

1856. Seven of these still continue and are known as the “Classical” 

experiments; they are the oldest continuing field experiments in the 

world.  From the start Lawes was keen that the experiments should 

be of demonstrable value to farmers. Thus, most had large plots 

where the effects of the contrasting inorganic fertilizer and organic 

manure treatments could be easily seen by the many visitors. 

 In 1842 he took out a patent for the manufacture of superphosphate fertilizer and in 1843 started production 

at a factory in Deptford, London. In the same year he recognised that the field trials at Rothamsted should be 

conducted in a more systematic and comprehensive manner and appointed Dr. Joseph Henry Gilbert to help 

manage the experiments that he envisaged. Lawes' appointment of 

Gilbert is regarded as the foundation of the Rothamsted Experimental 

Station (now Rothamsted Research). Lawes, a practical farmer and 

successful businessman, and Gilbert, a meticulous chemist, were a 

formidable partnership. Working together for 57 years they laid the 

foundations for much of modern agricultural science. 
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th1814   Born December 28

1822   Inherited Rothamsted Estate.

 

1834   Assumed responsibility for the management of Rothamsted Estate.

                                                                 

1842   Patented the manufacture of superphosphate fertilizer.

            Married Caroline Fountaine of Norfolk; they had two children.

1843   Started fertilizer production at Deptford, London.
st            Appointed Dr. Joseph Henry Gilbert on June 1  to help organize and manage experiments:

            the start of Rothamsted Experimental Station.

            Began the first of the “Classical” field experiments.

1854   First purpose-built laboratory erected, funded by subscription.

            Appointed Fellow of the Royal Society (FRS).

1882   Created a baronet in recognition of his services to agriculture. 

1889   Founded the Lawes Agricultural Trust with funds from the sale of his fertilizer business in 1872.

   

1893   Jubilee of the Rothamsted experiments.

st1900   Died August 31                                         

 Such was the value placed on the results from the trials that in 1854 the farming community raised 

more than £1000 by subscription; sufficient to erect a purpose-built laboratory. At the formal opening 

of the new laboratory Lawes made the following important comment:-

       “…I must explain that the object of these investigations is not exactly to put money into my pocket, 

           but to give you the knowledge by which you may be able to put money into yours.” 
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In 1854 he was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society and was later awarded a baronetcy in recognition 

of his services to agriculture. 



In addition to his success as a businessman 

and his widespread scientific legacy Sir John 

Lawes was also concerned about the 

wellbeing of the workers in his factories and of 

local agricultural labourers and their families 

in Harpenden. He started, and supported over 

many years, co-operative clubs, schools, 

mission rooms, a savings bank, and 

allotments with an associated club house. 

Data from the long-term experiments are 

collated in a managed database, the 

Electronic Rothamsted Archive (e-RA), which 

is accessible on our website.
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Amongst Lawes' many achievements was the 

establishment of a Sample Archive. To date, 

more than 300,000 samples of dried plant 

material, soil, fertilizer and manure dating back 

to 1843, have been archived and new samples 

are added each year. These samples have been 

used extensively by Rothamsted scientists and 

others from the UK and abroad for the 

retrospective analysis of many aspects of plant 

nutrition and disease, soil fertility and 

environmental pollution; analyses that could not 

have been anticipated when the samples were 

first taken.
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Rothamsted Research has been providing the world with the results of independent, 
cutting edge research for more than 170 years.

We continue to develop innovations that benefit our health, agriculture and the environment.

The Rothamsted Long-term Experiments are supported by the 

UK Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council and the Lawes Agricultural Trust 

and are recognized as a National Capability.
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