Welsh Land Use 1875-1900
There were radical changes in Welsh agriculture during the last quarter of the nineteenth century.

The Changing Structure of Welsh Agriculture – 1873-1900 (to the nearest ‘000 units)

	
	1873
	1900
	% change

	Total Land area in acres
	4,722
	4,725
	+0.1

	Total land in agri. use
	2,647
	2,824
	 +2.9

	Total arable acreage
	  705
	  497
	-46.1

	Total corn acreage
	 527
	 375
	-27.2

	Total pasture acreage
	1,942
	2,326
	+19.7

	Total sheep
	2,967
	3,433
	+14.5

	Total cattle
	  643
	  758
	+17.9

	Total horses
	 120
	  153
	+27.5

	Total pigs
	 211
	  228
	 +8.1


Source: PP. Agricultural Returns, 1873 and 1900
The declining arable acreage is attributed to the declining importance of corn, especially wheat and to a lesser extent barley. In Wales, barley was always a more important crop than wheat. It was a good cover crop for seeds, and was an important constituent of bread, a source of pig food and very important for beer making. However the most important corn crop was oats, and therefore suffered least in the contraction of the corn acreage. It actually increased in its share of the total arable area under cultivation from 34.7% in 1873 to 43.5% in 1900. Why did this happen? Firstly oats thrives in conditions difficult for wheat and barley; it can be grown in acidic soils and it fits in well with the needs of a farming economy based upon stock rearing. Oat straw also has a higher feeding value than either wheat or barley straw, and whilst the straw is second in importance only to the corn, in many parts of the country oats was commonly chaffed and fed to the stock without threshing. Oats was the dominant corn crop in south west Wales by 1900 as it was in the rest of Wales.
Although root crops have never been prominent in terms of acres, they fulfilled and important role in Welsh farming. Traditionally roots have performed two functions; as clearing crops in the rotation and, more importantly, as winter fodder for stock. Mangolds, rather than Swedes or white turnips (which were usually used for the maintenance of ewe flocks), proved increasingly important in this capacity, largely because of their better keeping quality allied with their higher nutritional value. This crop kept the dairy herds during the critical February to mid-April period. Therefore whilst the acreage under turnips and Swedes remained reasonably static over the period and therefore declined, Mangolds increased in importance.
Green crops other than cabbage, kale, rabi and rape, especially peas and beans, declined in importance during the period mainly because of the declining nature of subsistence farming within Welsh agriculture. Over time farmers grew less for themselves and more for the market as transport and communications improved. During this period the use of fallow land virtually disappeared from nearly 35,000 acres in 1873 to less than 9,000 in 1900. This was caused partly because of the declining nature of arable farming and the introduction of artificial fertilizers on a large scale.

The period saw a general improvement in the productivity of land especially from 1885 onwards, when official crop yield statistics first became available. Therefore although corn acreage declined it was partially offset by increasing yields per acre of the main corn crops.

Trends in the yields of the principal corn crops on a 5 yearly average (in bushels per acre)

	
	Wheat
	Barley
	Oats

	1885-89
	22.83
	25.27
	31.64

	1890-94
	23.95
	28.78
	33.52

	1895-99
	24.35
	29.42
	33.88

	1900-04
	25.68
	31.02
	33.43

	% change 1885-1904
	+11.1
	+18.5
	+5.3


Source: PP Agricultural Returns for the years shown
These increases are largely explained by two factors – the transfer of previously unproductive corn land to pasture and improvements in techniques and farming knowledge. However during the same period the yields of beans, potatoes, rotation hay and permanent hay decreased.

Changes in pastoral acreage 1873-1900

Grass, Wales’s most important crop increased both absolutely and relatively during the period from 73% of agricultural land in 1873 to 88% in 1900. Permanent grass accounted for most of this growth, although the more valuable rotation grass increased by 10%. Livestock figures reflect these trends, with horses increasing by more than 27%, cattle by more than 18% and sheep by more than 15%.

Changes in pasture acreage and livestock numbers, 1873-1900 (to the nearest ‘000 units) 

	
	1875
	1900
	% change

	Rotation grass
	   361
	   397
	+10.0

	Permanent grass
	1,582
	1,929
	+21.9

	Total grass
	1,943
	2,326
	+19.7

	Sheep
	2,967
	3,433
	+14.5

	Cattle
	   643
	   758
	+17.9

	Pigs
	   211
	   228
	  +8.1

	Horses
	   120
	   153
	+27.5


Cattle have always formed the most important, as opposed to the most numerous part of the Welsh livestock population and virtually dominated farming practice in many parts of Wales. Traditionally Wales had been famed for its store cattle: these were usually sold in the spring at three years, or even older, to the English graziers for fattening on the richer lowland pastures. However from the 1870s onwards, the demands of the market increasingly favoured younger, leaner animals and, particularly after 1892, when the number of cattle other than breeding stock over two years old reached its peak, a marked decline set in. Therefore three year old cattle had practically disappeared from most Welsh farms by the outbreak of the Second World War.

Other cattle as a percentage of the total herd  
	
	Under 1
	%
	1-2
	%
	2+
	%
	Total herd

	1872-76
	143,662
	21.1
	126,200
	18.5
	98,303
	14.4
	682,301

	1877-81
	143,668
	21.2
	125,600
	18.6
	94,717
	14.0
	677,066

	1882-86
	163,225
	22.4
	144,000
	19.7
	92,636
	12.7
	728,976

	1887-91
	168,178
	22.5
	144,200
	19.3
	90,539
	12.1
	746,057

	1892-96
	175,206
	22.8
	160,754
	20.9
	92,080
	12.0
	768,770

	1897-1902
	195,076
	25.1
	178,970
	23.0
	62,428
	8.0
	777,368


Ashby, A.W and Evans, I.L, The Agriculture of Wales and Monmouthshire, 1944, p. 12.
The increasing demand for younger and leaner cattle for the market not only reduced the Welsh farmer’s dependence on the English grazier but it also meant that since cattle were sold at an earlier age, the turnover of the herd was speeded up. This in turn, increased the importance of the breeding and dairy herd. The breeding herd increased from 314,000 in 1872-76 to 341,000 in 1897-1902.
With sheep there was a decline in the ratio of other sheep over one year old to breeding ewes. Before 1882, the numbers of both classes were roughly the same but after a decline set in – in 1873 the figures were 1,070,000 and 1,096,000 respectively; by 1900, ewes had risen to 1,454,000 whilst other sheep over one year old had fallen to 690,000 or only 61% of the ewe population. In 1873 the estimated number of sheep under one year was 975,000; by 1900 this had risen to 1,272,000 and increase of 30.4%. There is a clear parallel here with cattle.

	
	1873
	1896
	% Change
1873-1896

	
	Arable Acreage
	Corn Acreage
	Pasture Acreage
	Arable Acreage
	Corn Acreage
	Pasture Acreage
	Arable Acreage
	Corn Acreage
	Pasture Acreage

	Carms..
	89
	75
	326
	68
	57
	374
	-23.6
	-24.0
	+14.7

	Pembs
	80
	63
	208
	64
	50
	251
	-37.1
	-20.6
	+20.7

	Cards.
	77
	66
	183
	67
	53
	204
	-13.0
	-20.0
	+11.5


PP. Agricultural Returns, 1873 and 1896

In Carmarthenshire wheat declined by 20%, barley by 31% and oats by 18.7%.

In Cardiganshire wheat declined by 26.8%, barley by 41.6% and oats by 5.5%.

In Pembrokeshire wheat declined by 54.9%, barley by 26.5% and oats increased by 8.5%.
