Rural Agricultural Society in South West Wales in the Nineteenth Century

A prominent factor in the development of rural society within west Wales during the nineteenth and early twentieth century was the growth in population and the movement of people away from the land into the growing industrial areas of the south east. The population of the county increased by 50 per cent in the first half of the nineteenth century and by a further 23 per cent by 1891. In 1831 Carmarthenshire had a population of 100,655 with only Glamorganshire at 126,612 higher. Despite rural depopulation in other rural counties in Wales after 1851, Carmarthenshire manages to increase its population, due in part to the industrial development around Llanelli reaching a total of 135,566 by 1891. However during this period there was a fall in the numbers employed in agriculture within the county especially amongst male and female labourers. The number of agricultural labourers fell in the county from 5,417 in 1871 to 3,827 in 1891, a fall of 29.2 per cent.
In the nineteenth century the ownership of land gave special status and prerogatives.  In west Wales the ownership of land was concentrated in a few hands. The amount of authority, prestige and power derived from land ownership varied according to the size of the estate. These estates built up, during their existence, networks of debt, loyalty and animosity which were part of the fabric of rural society. Perhaps the most important families were the earl of Cawdor of Stackpole Court and Golden Grove, and Lord Dynevor of Dynevor Castle, Llandeilo. These magnates shared the enjoyment of the prestige and the authority of major landowners with eleven other gentlemen who owned over 3,000 acres. Perhaps the most influential of these lesser landowners were Morgan Jones of Llanmilo, St Clears, Sir Arthur Keppel Cowell-Stepney of Llanelli, F.A.G.Jones of Pantglas, Carmarthen and J.W. Gwynne-Hughes of Tre-gib, Llandeilo.

The traditional dominance of the landed estate in west Wales farming life lasted until the end of the century. However by the beginning of the twentieth century these large estates began to be broken up when their agricultural returns and political and social influence began to diminish.

Lower down the social order tenants and farm labourers were involved mainly in livestock farming, producing animals for fattening on the richer pastures of England. These animals were transported by drovers until ultimately the railways saw their demise. Butter was an important product of Carmarthenshire and the butter market at Carmarthen was the most important in South Wales. Much of this butter was shipped from local ports to Bristol and from there to Cardiff and Newport. A great deal of butter was also transported by road to Merthyr especially from the market at Llandovery. This market and others began to suffer by the end of the century when they failed to compete with foreign producers from Ireland, New Zealand, Denmark or Australia.

One of the problems facing the west Walian rural economy was the small acreage of farms, which made it difficult to make a profit or to produce large surpluses. Small farms made improvements difficult and tended not to attract men of enterprise and money from outside. There were also certain community standards which put a break on enterprise. Land was not regarded as a commercial speculation but merely as a means of providing a living. Attitudes to new innovations or the introduction of machinery was often conservative, although some of the blame must be laid at the door of especially the smaller landlords. The farmers in west Wales tended to be poor and years of depressed farming meant extreme hardship and suffering. The misery experienced within west Walian farming community between 1814 and the mid-1840s, culminating in the Rebecca Riots, is well known. Matters improved during the 1850s only for depression to return in the last quarter of the century.

During these troubled times the number of farm labourers fell and the ratio in 1891 0f labourers to farmers was 38:62, and there were far more servants than labourers as they were cheaper. Not all labourers worked for a wage there were also those who ‘bound tenants’, renting a smallholding of three to five acres attached to a particular farm. The tenancy of the farm bound the tenant to the farmer whenever needed at 6s. a week no matter the season. Conditions for farm labourers were often poor and many had to seek relief from the parish or the Union. By the second half of the century wages began to improve but this rise saw a corresponding decline in female labour. The habitats of married labourers were often deplorable and this coupled with poor job prospects became one of the major ’push’ factors in the migration of labour from rural areas.

Farmers and labourers lived in close contact with each other. They were linked by ties of language and religion and very often their standards of living were very similar. But despite this closeness there were social barriers between them, for the farmers thought of themselves as a separate class, superior to “the people of the little houses”. The rural society of West Wales underwent great changes over the course of the century. Many left for the towns, draining rural areas of the young and the more enterprising. The old rural society of deference towards their ‘betters’ slowly vanished in the face of new ideas, ideas which was to change rural society again in the twentieth century.

The Woollen Industry
Woollen manufacturing was widely practised throughout West Wales in the middle ages and Carmarthen town was an important wool trading centre with its own guilds of weavers and fullers. These guilds were very powerful and controlled the industry within Carmarthen and the surrounding countryside. This early industry was mainly carried out in scattered homesteads and although rough cloth was exported from the port of Carmarthen to Bristol and elsewhere, the trade was virtually dead by 1600. After 1600 wool became a part of the domestic trade contributing only to the self-sufficiency economy of rural areas. Each area had its spinners, weavers and stocking knitters who supplied a local market. Much of this trade was part time and done carried out on basic equipment in their cottages or farmhouses. Carding and spinning were up until the mid-nineteenth century and essential part of the daily routine of Carmarthenshire homes and the yarn produced was sold to stocking knitters. Cloth was still able to be taken to a number of fulling mills in the county and there are many references to pandai from the early seventeenth century onwards.

In the seventeenth century Dre-fach Felindre was said to have had its first specialised weaver, Issac Griffiths. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, specialised domestic weavers became more common and domestic carding and spinning was widely practised. In eighteenth century Carmarthenshire, the textile industry was aimed primarily at the local market with some cloth being sold at local fairs and the fair at Meidrim was well known for the sale of cloth and flannel. The wool is manufactured into all forms and colours, said B.L. Maudet Penhouet in his Letters describing a Tour through part of South Wales by a Pedestrian Traveller (1797), supplying the inhabitants with every vestment even to his shirt.

By the twentieth-century the textile manufacturers of Carmarthenshire and elsewhere in West Wales were unable to meet the challenge of changing circumstances. They were unable to produce the lighter, more fashionable fabrics that the public demanded. As a result many of the factories were forced to close down. Even during the boom period of the First World War, many mills were run as part-time businesses with the farm being the main interest. Many machines were old and liable to break down and although many businesses struggled on, the industry was in decline. The product also changed from shirt and underwear flannel to blankets and patterned bedcovers, selling very often to the growing tourist market.

Traditionally the making of cloth involved many members of the community; evidence of this is seen in certain surnames such as Weaver, Dyer, Webber, Fuller and Tucker. We also still use many terms from the trade in our every day speech:

Dyed in the wool

Run of the Mill

Get weaving

Spin out

Woolly headed

On tenterhooks

Spinster

Load of old flannel

It is worth looking in the Census returns from 1841 onwards for those in your area who might have been involved in this domestic system as spinners, yarn makers or stocking knitters and the like.

Rural Crafts or Industries

This usually describes industries other than food industries that are carried out in country districts on a small scale and without sophisticated machinery. The workers tend to come from country areas or from country towns. Most were developed to supply the needs of the local community. Most have their roots in past times, when the village or the small town was almost self-sufficient with the local craftsman turning local material into the necessary implement, clothing, crockery, harness, or footwear according to their various trades.

Clogs

Clogs are boots and shoes with wooden soles which were known in Wales as ‘country’  clogs as distinct from ‘Lancashire’ clogs which were much lighter. The soles of the Welsh clogs were from one-third to half and inch thick. Leather uppers were attached to give them either boot or shoe form. The clogs with high uppers were suitable for gardening, farming and factory work. Those with low uppers were useful for farm maids who wore them for the dairy and for out-door work. The clogs had iron rims fastened to the lower edge of the sole to raise it above the ground, to keep it out of water and to protect it from wear and tear. They were considered the warmest and healthiest type of foot-wear for muddy and wet districts, but there was also a stigma attached to them as they were seen as a sign of poverty. Clog soles were made from either alder, birch, beech or sycamore, depending on the district and the purpose of the clog, however alder was often the preferred wood.

Cooperage

The work of the cooper included the making of churns, butter-workers, butter-trims, butter-tubs, milking pails, cheese-vats, salting-tubs, washing or ‘dolly’ tubs, and casks or barrels for storing butter, beer, or cider. Until the twentieth century there tended to be a cooper in every village. He would use local oak for the tubs, churns and casks and local willow for hoops to bind them. He supplied the farmers in his own district with all the utensils that they needed for the dairy and for home and local brewing. There was also a market for beer and cider casks. His tools were usually quite simple, consisting mainly of a saw and a cooper’s knife. Coopering declined as a result of better communications which enabled milk to be sent every day to distant markets. The surplus milk, which was once turned into cheese and butter, was then sent  by rail to factories such as those at Llandilo and Carmarthen. Wooden pails gave way to galvanized ones, and the old fashioned tub churns gave way to the cubical churn with a revolving fan inside, and later by the ‘barrel’ and ‘end-over-end’ churn.

Coracle making

Known in Welsh as ‘corwgl’ or ‘corwg’ and described by a visitor to Carmarthen in 1804 as being …  formed of wicker work. They are about five feet long and four feet broad, tapering to a point at the stern, and covered and secured with tarred canvas… In the small villages along the Carmarthenshire rivers many men earned their whole living by fishing. They salmon or sewin they caught were sold to merchants who travelled from village to village every day during the spring and summer to collect and send them by rail to the big towns. Every fisherman had his own coracle which he made himself or with the help of a friend. They were very light weighing between seven to fifteen pounds.  
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