The Great Estates in Wales

By the penultimate decade of the nineteenth century the farmscape of Wales remained overwhelmingly dominated by the estate system to the extent that a mere 10 percent of the land was under owner-occupation in 1887. In Cardiganshire alone the estates of Nanteos, Gogerddan and Trawscoed covered over 100,000 acres, while Edwinsford in Carmarthenshire and Stackpole in Pembrokeshire were more modest with between 10,000 and 15,000 acres.
 Taken as a whole, the majority of the Welsh estates were less extensive in scale as we can see in Bateman’s survey based on the 1873 ownership returns.

	Percentage distribution of estates over 3,000 acres, in Wales 1873
	

	Acres
	%

	3,000-5,000
	48

	5,001-8,000
	21

	8,001-11,000
	11

	11,001-14,000
	6

	14,001-17,000
	4

	17,001-20,000
	2

	Over 20,000
	8

	
	100


Areas and Rents per acre of land on estates over 3,000 acres in Wales 1873

Area                                                  % in estates over 3,000 acres      Rent per acre

Glam/Mon                                                                15                                 £2.5

Pembs/Cards/Carms                                                 31                                 £0.7

Bateman’s figures reveal that only 31 per cent of the farmed area was held by owners of more than 3,000 acres and the effect of proximity to areas of urbanization and industrialization on rent returns is obvious (as seen above)

It is therefore obvious from the evidence that mid-nineteenth century Wales was essentially a land of small estates owned, by and large, by an Anglicised and Anglican gentry whose traditional roles as guardians and patrons of the ancient culture had all but disappeared, and whose relationships with a predominantly nonconformist tenantry was becoming increasingly strained. With the combined effects of earlier generations increasing in large numbers which often crippled family settlements leading to heavy mortgaging and total or partial absenteeism, many estates were close to bankruptcy.
 Alongside these smaller estates lay the properties of the freeholder, some of whom had bought their freeholds in the 1870s, whilst others had held their property over many generations. In general, the distribution of smaller freeholds was more common in areas where no single landlord dominated, so that in the Cardiganshire parishes of Blaenpennal, Nantcwnlle, Llanbadarn, Lledrod and Llangeitho, between 22 and 48 per cent of the land was in freehold occupation in the 1890s

Whether they farmed on the larger, well-capitalised estates, or on a poorer smaller property, most tenants no longer occupied their holdings under the old eighteenth century leases for lives which by 1850 had been replaced either by leases for a term of years or by the annual tenancy. Very often these bilingual tenancy agreements contained clauses relating to good husbandry, and although they were not often enforced, they at least implied a willingness on the part of the landlord to encourage improvements to the standard of farming on his estate. However it is not difficult to sense the growing alienation  between landlord and tenant fuelled by the nonconformist press and ministers and the lack of security in the annual tenancy agreement, the generally lax attitude of landlords towards the Agricultural Holdings Act of 1883, and the declining political and social influence of the landed gentry as a force in the countryside.

Under the earlier system of leases for lives, the responsibility for farm building maintenance lay with the tenants, with the consequence that by 1850 many holdings were in a very poor state and needed large investments if they were to remain in tenantable order. The large number of small farms, often less than 100 acres in size and each with its own set of buildings, created a problem on a large scale both on the smaller, over-encumbered and under-rented properties, and on the lands of larger owners who were able to draw on no-landed income. Lack of attention to infrastructural improvement is further exemplified by the fact that Welsh landowners did not exploit the opportunities offered by the Public Money Drainage Acts and organisations like the Lands Improvement Company
. Compared with the £1.8 million borrowed by English estate owners under the public Money Drainage Acts, Welsh properties took £100,000, a statistic indicating both the lack of capital in Welsh agriculture, and, perhaps, the fact that landowners may have been deterred from borrowing on the grounds that their tenants were unwilling to pay interest on any improvements carried out.
 While they appreciated the technical benefits of land drainage, they were well aware that whereas expenditure could be recovered by a levy of 5-7 percent on the rental over twenty-five years, it rarely generated a real increase in rental over and above the returns on the outlay.
 Although there is no statistical evidence to establish the extent of this practice, it is probable, in view of the generally higher levels of investment in livestock as opposed to arable regions both before and after 1879, that it was relatively widespread in Wales.

As an alternative to piecemeal improvements of individual sets of farm buildings, a landlord could amalgamate adjacent holdings as and when tenancy agreements allowed. From the standpoint of estate management this made good economic sense, releasing capital from the maintenance of two indifferent sets of buildings for the construction of a single efficient unit and at the same time creating a holding that could take advantage of new farm machinery. Tenants, however, were strongly opposed to amalgamation on the grounds that as the number of large farms increased so the total number of homesteads declined, with the result that many young married couples were forced to leave the area. The Welsh Land Commission stated that ‘… those who had been brought up on the land had a kind of moral right to have a means of obtaining therefrom their livelihood throughout life. The land they regarded as the natural home of the people and the process of consolidation was tantamount to disinheritance’.
 In the context of a ‘gwerin’ society with deep emotional links with the traditional family hearth, this view was bound to arouse the sympathy of contemporaries. However times were changing and rural society had no real option but to change with it. If  a man was to preserve his estate, even at a reduced size, for his heirs, he was forced to adopt a more commercial approach than his predecessors.  While in many, if not most, cases landlords were prepared to allow continuity of succession to tenancies (see handout on tenancies on the Pantglas Estate, Llanfynydd), attention to the economics of the business was now essential to the very survival of estates.
  Inevitably the policy of farm amalgamation fuelled the land hunger characteristic of west Wales. If a 35 – acre farm with a single pair of horses and a basic set of cultivation equipment was considered sufficient to maintain a Welshman and his wife without supplementary employment by the late nineteenth century, the small arable acreage involved meant that both horses and equipment were generally underutilized
 . It was only logical that a farmer in these circumstances would attempt to spread his fixed costs by expanding his acreage, thereby to increase output with a marginal increase in recurrent costs. Hence the enthusiasm of tenants to secure adjacent holdings, thereby increasing the local friction created as men bid against each other for scarce tenancies. Rents in excess of the productive capacity of the land were often bid by capital-starved tenants and gratefully accepted by landlords desperate to avoid having farms in hand. This was a recipe, if not for disaster, at least for inefficient farming, and the general undercapitalization of Welsh tenant farmers was one of  the major factors limiting the uptake of the newer agricultural technology.
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