The Wages and Earnings of Farm Labourers
The earnings of the farm worker are not a simple matter of what is contained in  a more or less regular weekly pay packet, but a collection of other items such as irregular ad hoc earnings, overtime pay, allowances in kind and so on. Wage rates in Wales varied for county to county and from area to area. Sometime the variations are explained by the pressure of an alternative demand for labour, such as being on the industrial fringe and at other times in terms of the high degree of isolation of one farm from another due to geography or from the psychology of the labourer himself, since he was by tradition and outlook so tied to his own particular district that he was in large measure ignorant of the conditions experienced elsewhere, “there is little interchange of ideas between them” remarked one observer, “ and no kind of permanent organisation uniting them together for common purpose”.

Average Weekly Wages of ordinary Welsh Agricultural Labourers 1850-1914

	
	Average 
	wage
	
	Average
	wage

	Year
	s.  d.
	Index
	Year
	s.  d.
	Index

	1850
	9. 6
	100
	1880
	13. 8 
	144

	1855
	11. 8
	123
	1885
	14. 2
	150

	1860
	11. 8
	123
	1888
	14. 8
	155

	1865
	11.8
	123
	1892
	15. 0
	157

	1868
	13. 4
	140
	1895
	15.4
	161

	1870
	13. 0
	137
	1898
	15. 4
	161

	1872
	13. 6
	144
	1900
	16.3
	172

	1875
	14. 0
	147
	1907
	16. 9
	177

	1878
	13. 8
	144
	1914
	18. 0
	190


From the table it can be seen that over the whole period of about sixty five years, the level of money wages increased by about 90 per cent. Naturally the change did not occur evenly, and indeed three separate periods can be distinguished. First from 1850-1875 when there was a fairly steady rise, totalling about 50 per cent in less than 30 years; then during 1879-1898 there followed twenty lean years and over the whole period wages rose by less than 10 per cent over the level achieved in 1875. Finally, another period of rising wages followed, although the increase occurred at a much more modest rate than during 1850-1875 - in 1914 wages were averaging about 18 percent more than in 1898.
These average wage-rates, of about 9/6 a week in 1850 rising to about 18/- in 1914 covered a wide disparity between different classes of labourer. At the end of 1860, for example, male labourers in Ceredigion were receiving a wage of about 12/- a week while women were paid about 6/- and youths 3/6 to 5/- a week; in the Haverfordwest district at the same time men were paid about 10/6 a week while women were paid 4/-

Agricultural wages in Wales. Quarter Ended Michaelmas 1860

	District
	Weekly wages without board and lodging
	Weekly wages of men on task work.

	
	Men
	Women
	Children
	

	Monmouthshire
	10/- to 14/-
	5/- to 6/-
	1/6 to 9/-
	13/- to 21/-

	Merthyr Tydfil
	11/-
	4/6
	3/-
	-

	Bridgend &
Cowbridge
	12/- to 13/-
	5/- to 6/-
	4/- to 9/-
	15/- to 16/-

	Gower
	12/-
	5/-
	4/- to 5/-
	-

	Llanelli
	12/-
	5/-
	4/- to 5/-
	-

	Llandeilo
	10/6
	4/-
	 -
	18/- to 24/-

	Carmarthen
	9/- to 12/-
	4/- to 5/-
	3/- to 4/-
	-

	Haverfordwest
	10/6
	4/-
	3/6
	12/-

	Cardiganshire
	12/-
	4/-
	3/-
	15/-

	Crickhowell
	12/-
	6/-
	3/6 to 5/-
	15/-

	Knighton
	9/-
	5/-
	-
	-

	Conway
	12/-
	6/-
	-
	-


In many Welsh counties – such as Anglesey, Caernarfon, Radnor and Pembroke, the same wages were paid for summer and winter in both 1898 and 1902; in other counties wages were higher in summer than in winter.

Fairly substantial differences were also common in wages for a given type of labour on different farms in the same county. The difference between the lowest and highest wage received by labourers of a compatible kind in the same county in 1898, for example, was seldom less than £6 - £7 a year, or something in the region of 25 and 30 percent of the average; within Glamorgan yearly wages on different farms varied from £18 to £35, and in Carmarthen from £20 to £30.
 It is worth noting that the greatest variation occurred in the counties where industry was situated; in the purely rural counties the differences were much smaller.
Average wages and Earnings including Allowances in Kind 1898 & 1902

	Anglesey
	Average cash wages,

Summer  and Winter
	Estimated Total earnings,

Including Allowances in kind

	
	1898

s. d
	1902

s. d
	1898

s. d
	1902

s. d

	
	15. 0
	16. 0
	15. 6
	16. 7

	Brecon
	15. 7
	17. 0
	16. 8
	18. 6

	Caernarfon
	16. 7
	18. 0
	17. 2
	18. 8

	Cardigan
	14. 0
	14. 6
	14. 9
	15. 8

	Carmarthen
	16. 0
	17. 0
	16. 7
	17. 9

	Denbigh
	16. 2
	17. 0
	16. 9
	17. 8

	Glamorgan
	18. 0
	20. 0
	19. 1
	21. 3

	Pembroke
	14. 7 
	15. 0
	15. 10
	16. 7


When the wage rate of the Welsh farm worker at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth century is compared with that of similar workers in other regions of the UK, or of workers in other industries, the relative position of the Welsh agricultural labourer is seen to have been distinctly unfavourable, about three percent less than a similar labourer in Scotland and in 1912 the wages of agricultural labourers were something in the order of 60 percent of those employed in the building industry.

The period 1850-1914 had nevertheless been during which the wages of agricultural workers, low as they were in both absolute and relative terms, had risen very markedly. That the rise of wages was carried further in areas of Wales close to the new industrial regions than in the wholly agricultural areas is merely one indication of the basic force at work. The proximity of industry not only stimulated the demand for higher wages amongst farm workers, but by setting up a pressure on the labour supply, and thus enforcing some degree of mechanisation and reorganisation in Welsh agriculture, indirectly contributed to the rise of labour productivity in agriculture which enabled the farmer to pay the higher wages.

Although productivity in agriculture seems to have been rising, the fact that it still lagged behind productivity in mining and in industry is probably the fundamental reason why agricultural wages were unable to maintain parity with industrial wages even when all due allowances had been added.. Another important factor was the complete lack of machinery for bargaining in agriculture, a lack which was not offset by a high degree of occupational and geographic mobility on the part of Welsh farm workers. However from 1887 to about the turn of the century, prices were falling resulting in a higher standard of living for the farm labourer. It was suggested that during the period 1891-1894 the average prices of ‘a sufficiency of food for a week’s consumption of an adult male labourer’ fell about 40 percent, so that the stability of the money wages of agricultural workers implied a fairly substantial rise in their real income.

What were the various additions which farm labourers received? This of course could be in cash or in kind. There were two forms of cash rewards – one which related to the length of time spent in working i.e. overtime and those which related to particular types of work. There was not a great deal of scope for overtime on Welsh farms. During the summer, when the long hours of daylight made it physically possible, the normal day was stretched by the need to attend to the hay and corn harvests; in the winter, the normal day began as soon as it was light and ended only when darkness came. Until late in the nineteenth century extra payments for overtime occurred only in a few areas, and the method of reward adopted usually being a grant of a day or two off from work in lieu of extra time which had been put in. the trend towards a shorter working day during the second half of the nineteenth century in creased the scope for overtime in Welsh agriculture and by the final decade, overtime payment had become more common, although it was by no means universal. There are records of overtime money being paid in Carmarthen in 1896 with 5/- being paid, but no information is given concerning the number of hours worked. For work on Sunday 2/- to 3/- was paid with the amount varying according to the class of labourer. None of these payments for overtime were made to labourers who were ‘living in’ at the farmhouse; only the men living out qualified, although no discrimination seems to have been applied between labourers who obtained their meals at the farmhouse and those who found their own food.

 In the opening decade of the twentieth century the payment of overtime seems to have declined amongst Welsh farmers because of the rise on agricultural wages generally. By 1914 overtime payments were made in only a few districts and in Pembrokeshire not at all. In Cardiganshire 6d a day was paid for overtime during the harvest period and in Carmarthenshire three or four days holiday were given in lieu of extra work. The obvious victim in all this was the farm labourer who was given his board and lodging in the farmhouse. It was inherent in his position that he was ‘on call,’ so far as the farmer was concerned, every hour of the day and night.

The ad hoc payments which labourers could expect from undertaking certain kinds of work included ‘journey money’, lamb money’, ‘foal money’ and ‘calf money’.
 ‘Journey money’ was paid to men charged with the care of horses and nominally at any rate, as in respect of expenditure they might need to make on food while they were travelling with the horses; during the latter years of the nineteenth century it would amount to something between 6d. and 1/-, according to the length of the journey involved. ‘Foal money’ was usually 5/- to 10/- and was paid to men who sat at night with mares in foal with the amount paid dependent on the number of nights spent; a further 5/- was usually paid on the birth of a live foal. For each calf born a labourer in charge of cattle might expect to receive 6d, to 1/- whilst those in charge of sheep were paid between 3d and 6d in respect of each new-born lamb, although occasionally this would be compounded into a lump-sum payment of £1 or £2 for the whole flock.
Many of these ad hoc payments were dying out by the turn of the century and in Carmarthenshire labourers living and boarding in their own homes were paid an extra 6d a day during harvesting whilst in Pembrokeshire the rate was 1/-. However in Cardiganshire no extra cash payments of any kind was given at this time.

A major allowance was that paid to married labourers living and boarding in their own cottage. The cottages in which they lived were often occupied without any charge for rent, or at a very low rent. These cottages usually came with a garden. But where there was no garden or only small, a quantity of vegetables would be allowed to the worker every week. Cottage were allocated according to their size and condition, the best labourer invariably being given the best cottage. These tied cottages were less common in Wales than in England. In addition, farmers allowed such labourers free potato ground and a bushel of potatoes or sufficient to plant a given area, free cartage of coal, firewood and some straw for the pig. Other allowances followed on specific activity. A fixed quantity of wool was usually given to each labourer, for example when the shearing was finished. Labourers were often allowed to buy butter, cheese and corn from their employers at low prices and a specified quantity of beer and cider was often given each week. Buttermilk, skim milk was or whey also given to labourers, but milk itself was only rarely given.
Allowances in kind in Welsh Areas 1902-03

	Area
	Class of Labourer
	Allowances

	1. Three farms
	8 ordinary labourers

6 labourers (horsemen)

3 labourers (cattlemen)
	Rent-free cottage

Rent-free cottage and garden;
Potato ground; straw for pigs

	2. Farm in Cardigan
	Hired labourer
Lad

Dairymaid

2 Labourers (horsemen)

1 labourer (cattleman)
	Board and lodge at farmhouse.

Free potato ground; cartage of fuel; cottage and land for £6(half usual rent); all meals free, June 1st – Sept 30th .


Wages and Expenditure of a Male Agricultural Labourer in Wales

1856-57

	Income

Wages                                   £.  s.  d

                                              9.  9.  0
	Expenditure

                                                  £.  s.  d
5 quarts barley                           1.  9.  0

Cash                                            0. 10.  0

Boots (cash)                                0. 13.  0

4 Bushels barley                          0. 18.  6

Cash   (to wife)                             0.  5.  0

Cash                                              0.  7.  6

5 bushel barley                              1.  1.  0

Cash                                              0. 10.  0

Manure                                          0.  5.  0

Cash                                              0. 13.  6

3 Bushels barley                           0. 13.  6

At Fishguard                                 1.  0.  0

                                                      ______

                                                      8. 12.  6

Amount due                                  0.  16. 0

Total                                            £9.  9.  0                                                                                          


Wages and Expenditure of an Agricultural labourer in Wales

1874

	Income

                                                 £.  s.  d

Wages: 296 days @ 6d            7.  8.  0

Owing from 1873                    0. 10.  0

Days mowing hay                    0.  2.  6

1½ days harvest                       0. 11.  6

Days Potato work                    0.   3.  4

Extra labour                             2. 15.  0

Children (harvest)                    0. 10.  0

Cleaning turnips & mangolds  1.  4.  4

(wife)

Allowed for days left                0.  5.  0

                                                  13.  9.  8
	Expenditure

                                                  £.  s.  d
54 lbs cheese @ 3½d                0. 15.  0

28 Qrs. Barley @ 4/-                5. 12.  0

4 lbs Wool        @1/3                0.  5.  0

1½ Qrs. Oats    @ 2/-                0.  3.  0

Swedes (load)                            0.  5.  0

Rent                                           1.  5.  0

                                                   ______

8. 5.  9

Balance due                               5.  3. 11

                                                   _______

                                                 £13.  9.  8
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