The Countryside of the Nineteenth Century

The countryside of nineteenth century Wales was overwhelmingly dominated by a landowning class under whose direction generations of tenants farmed in conditions of tenuous security. To a certain extent this image is true demonstrated by D.W. Howell, G.E. Mingay 
and others that in England and Wales, the period between the Restoration and the mid eighteenth century, witnessed a steady decline in the numbers of both small gentry and peasant freeholders as large landowners sought by various means, to extend and consolidate their holdings. Such a decline however, was less pronounced in Wales where the temptation to sell to neighbours with territorial and social ambitions was offset by a deep attachment to the land fostered by a deep pride in lineage and a sense of belonging to an unbroken line of property owners.
 Even though a series of poor seasons might cause financial difficulties, the freeholder enjoyed considerable prestige within the community. According to James Caird, of the half million or so farms in England and Wales in 1851 some seventy percent contained less than 50 acres, many of these in Wales.
 The low average size of farms in Wales as a whole, and more particularly in the northern and western counties, may in part be attributed to the higher proportion of ‘part-time’ holdings which, however important they may have been to their occupiers, would have contributed only modestly to agricultural output. These small units farmed by innkeepers, drovers, smiths, wheelwrights, labourers and a multitude of miscellaneous craftsmen, provided a useful subsistence base, beside which their occupiers were available for harvest labour on those large farms where they  accumulated a ‘harvest debt’ for various cultivation and husbandry tasks carried out during the course of the years.

The smallness of the freehold farm probably had its origin in the process of gavelkind whose effects would have been particularly marked in lowland coastal areas where restricted opportunities for assorting or the enclosing and clearing of land for farming, imposed a limit to the extension of holdings.
 The practice of dividing a farm into ‘shares’ according to the provisions of the will of a particular individual continued into the late eighteenth century so that a man might find himself holding part of a farm from one owner and part from another, frequently under different terms.
 This led inevitably to fragmentation and a confused and often bewildering state of intermixture of holdings bringing in its wake a number of management and husbandry problems. By the eighteenth century this situation was gradually being improved by the process of land exchange. By the nineteenth century a farm of 30 to 35 acres in south west Wales, worked by a single pair of horses with a basic set of cultivation equipment, was considered sufficient to support a man and his wife without the need for a supplementary income.
 A large family on the other hand, could hardly be sustained on a holding of this size unless some members took up by-employment and, or, resorted to a seasonal migration to the harvest fields of the English border counties or the mines of Glamorgan or south Carmarthenshire.. On such a farm, where normally less than a third of the acreage would be under arable cultivation, farm equipment would tend to be under utilised. Therefore despite limitations of capital and management expertise, farmers were keen to expand their scale of operations in such a way as to spread the inevitable ‘fixed’ costs of a limited acreage. They were therefore able to respond to favourable market conditions by increasing output with a modest increase in running costs. This was the main reason why many tenants or freeholders wanted to secure the tenancy of an adjacent or nearby holding which inevitably helped to fuel the problem of land hunger, besides creating anger in the community as men competed for the scarce tenancies, and bid rents both beyond their pockets and out of proportion to the productive potential of the land. The acquiring of extra acres by multiple occupation may have secured some form of security to the occupier, but it did reduce the number of holdings available to others.

Throughout the nineteenth century the absence of security of tenure and ,prior to 1883, of legally enforceable tenant rights, prompted fierce debate in rural areas throughout England and Wales. Yet despite the efforts of certain Radicals to exploit the security of tenure issue so as to drive a wedge between landowners and tenants, local custom tended, in most areas, to ensure family succession to tenanted holdings
 The influence of the Nonconformist preachers in shaping discontent felt within the rural community was emphasised by the poor law assistant commissioner William Day, in 1843:

The Landlords are most of them of the old Church and King school – the tenantry are almost all Dissenters, with a spice of the fanaticism of the Covenanters about them. Still there is – or rather has been – a sort of feudal deference existing between the parties – but I suspect it to be the result of habit, rather than of feeling resulting from conviction, and which may readily be put aside on a change of circumstances. There is moreover another class more powerful than perhaps even the landlord – and this is the Preachers – and the great bulk of the population are much in their hands as the Papists of Ireland in the hands of their priests. 

This feature of tenancy succession was emphasised by the Welsh land Commission after considering evidence from many landowners whose tenancies had been in continued occupation by tenant’s families.
 These views are partially substantiated in the case of the Pantglass Estate in Carmarthenshire, owned by F.A.G.Jones. The estate extended to 8,280 acres with an average rental return by 1873 of £5,384.
 On this estate the majority of the farms changed hands several times between 1811 and 1896. Analysing the length of time a farm remained in the same family is difficult without examining each family’s history and inter-family relationships. When studying sources from the estate a new tenant’s name is deemed to be of the same family if the surname remains the same and unrelated if it does not. Though somewhat inaccurate, there is some balance between cases where the continuation of a surname is due to the commonality of Welsh surnames, and cases where the surname changes because the farm passes to a son in law for example. On average tenancies apart from one or two, tended to stay in the same family on this estate for about seventeen to eighteen years.
Of one hundred and twenty five tenants, just seven had remained in the same family and the three of these each cover a period of less than fifty years. Thirty two units had had five or more different tenants and 60 percent of holdings saw each family stay for less than twenty years. The large rent increases imposed on Pantglas tenancies might have been a contributory factor in the high turnover. The farms of Glansannan provide an interesting comparison here; Glansannan Uchaf on the Pantglas Estate had six different tenants between the1830s and 1890s, whilst its neighbour Glansannan Isaf, part of the Tregib Estate which had not increased rents since the 1840s, was home to the same family during those years.

The rent increases at pantglas in this period appear to have been higher than on other estates. Taliaris, for example, increased its rent by 10per cent in 1855 with very few increases thereafter; Tregib and Sir Arthur Stepney’s estate in Llanelly had kept most rents at the same levels since the 1840s and Lord Cawdor since 1862; and on the Earl of Ashburnham’s estate in Llandeusant, and increase of just six shillings in the pound, that is 2.5 percent  was imposed in the late 1860s.

Once the estate had been bought by David Jones in 1822, the leases of many of the farms on the Taliaris Estate showed an increase by the end of the 1820s. the following six properties experienced an increase from 1822 to the late 1840s of 8.53 percent and from 1822 to 1839 of 12.14 percent.

Increase in Leases

	
	1822
	1827/8/9
	By 1839

	Gorsllwyd
	£51. 0s.
	£52. 10s.
	£52. 10s.

	Gwaelodymaes
	£100. 0s.
	£105. 0s.
	£110. 0s.

	Maesyrhaidd
	£56. 0s.
	£63. 0s.
	£65. 0s.

	Pantyrodin
	£59. 0s
	£65. 0s.
	£70. 0s

	Penygoitre
	£90. 0s.
	£100. 0s.
	£100. 0s.

	Troedrhiwgoch
	£51. 11s.
	£55. 0s.
	£58. 0s.

	Total
	£407. 11s
	£440.10s.
	£466. 0s


During the late 1830s and 1840s  tenant farmers in rural west Wales suffered enormous hardships resulting from bad harvests and high rents, rates and taxes culminating in the Rebecca Riots, first in 1839 and then more forcefully in 1842/3.
 The ability to pay rents in full depended heavily on the state of the agricultural economy each year. In a society which generally produced just enough income to survive in an average year, a bad harvest or low prices could result in tenants being unable to meet many of the demands put on their available economic assets, such as rates, taxes, rents, tithes and the Poor Law. This was so evident in the late 1830s and early 1840s when farmers were driven to riots in their frustration and desperation. On the Pantglass estate two tenants, Lewis Davies of Pantarlyb and Morgan Davies of Maesyrhaidd, had to surrender their leases in 1840 and 1842 respectively.

It is well documented by David Howell and Matthew Cragoe
 that the traditional leases for three lives of the eighteenth century were replaced in the early part of the nineteenth century by yearly tenancy agreements. This is confirmed in the sale catalogue of the Pantglass estate in 1822 in which six farms were let of leases for lives and four of these were in the last life. The remaining properties were all let ‘… from year to year…’
 The main clause s common to most leases were consistent in their conditions and tenure and typical of those found elsewhere.
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