Farming Regions in Wales in the Seventeenth Century
It is well known that the Welsh uplands suffer from heavy rainfall, cloudy skies, and mists, from scant sunshine and slight evaporation, from strong winds, frosts and at times blizzards – and that’s on a good day! Even in the coastal lowlands, spring temperatures rise very slowly to a fairly low summer peak, while, correspondingly, the growing season is sharply reduced on high ground.. It is late, slow and short, so that not only are living conditions worsened for grass, crops, and livestock, but the soils become impoverished and badly drained. It is important for farmers to be able to differentiate between the dry and wet ground.

The first survey which helps us to understand the difference between upland and lowland farming in Wales was published in the 1690s when Edward Lluyd sent a questionnaire throughout Wales and four of its queries were directed at soils and agrarian practice
. The replies, many of them by men who worked the glebe land, give us at least the outlines of Welsh agriculture at the close of the seventeenth century. They are also useful in understanding the regional contrasts which prevailed in our area, particularly between upland and lowland. The replies from hill country in central Wales stated that corn ground, where it appeared in small patches among the pastures was ‘indifferent fertile’ of oats, rye and barley. Between Tregarron and Builth it was ‘for the most part pasture, mountainous, healthy, rocky, barren; but breeds great plenty of good sheep’. One parish kept ‘a good stock of black cattle for the summer. It affords not hay enough to keep all winter what it can keep with grass in the summer.’ There was little grain apart from small oats.
The upland margins in southern counties like Cardigan and Carmarthen were better off. Grazing dominated, but rye, oats great and small, barley, even some wheat and peas were grown. Their compost was generally ‘dung, but some good husbands use lime, a great advantage, and have great herds of cattle and horses, but small’. Lime and sea-sand were taken inland. On Teifiside it was ‘partly mountainous and partly champion,’ and so ‘very good for corn, cattle and pasture.’ At Llanboidy (Carms) theplains were ‘indifferent fertile for corn and hay, the mountains not very barren but yield pasture for sheep and dry cattle’, though the grass became scarce in scorching summers.

Agriculture on the fringing lowlands of Wales was more secure and diverse. Castlemartin in south Pembs., was well known for its arable resources, fertile soils, with only ‘a little rising ground.’ Where not ploughed for wheat, barley, oats, white and grey peas, beans, with rye on thin soils, the land had a good cover of short grass, ‘extra ordinary feeding for good mutton and lamb.’ Nearly every farmer had a limestone quarry and lime-kiln.

In Wales, as in northern England, cattle and sheep were sold by private bargaining at fairs rather than at the open markets. In view of its size and limitations, Wales compared favourably with England in the number of its fairs. It is said that a fair was held somewhere in Wales four days a week.
. Their seasonal incidence reflected the pastoral cycle followed by most Welsh farmers: 75 percent were in the summer half-year (May-Oct.); 11 percent in November; and only 14 percent from Dec. to April More fairs were held in June than in any other month, mainly for lambs and yearling sheep. Wool and cattle fairs began late July and continued throughout August and September. The August fairs were favoured by farmers from the earlier southern regions.

Fairs during the eighteenth century were increasing at traditional meeting-places and they tended to give a new lease of life to many market-towns. More markets were held in the southern than the northern counties. They were also very busy and even though Pembrokeshire had only five days of markets per week the Saturday fair at Haverfordwest was said to be the biggest in Wales for the amount of meats, poultry, game (the pheasant was a recent introduction from Ireland), and fish.
 

Pembrokeshire was considered t be the ‘premier agricultural county’ in early Stuart Wales, open to progressive influences from outside’.
 It was a mixed farming economy, with the emphasis on sheep, corn and cattle. Even in he best arable districts like Castlemartin most farmers had at least a third of their wealth in livestock. Horses and oxen were used for farm work, pigs were bred for sale to drovers, and there was plenty of poultry, especially geese. Sheep were as important as cattle and their wool was exported rather than made into frieze as in earlier times. In Castlemartin and the hundreds on either side of Milford Haven, the crops in order of importance were oats, wheat, barley, peas, beans, and rye. Near the coast the fields were improved by liming, sanding, marling, and the application of seaweed, as well as by the traditional folding and burning.

Mixed farming in the rest of south-west Wales produced more sheep, cattle and horses, but still a selection of crops. The area had a mild climate a long growing season and easy access to ports. The vale of Towy had the biggest flocks and herds. In lowland Cardiganshire, sheep, corn and dairy cattle were the main interests; for example Lewis Phillip Lewis of Tremain owned in 1607
:
Four cows 

£ 4. 0. 0d.
Fifty-two sheep and lambs
£ 5. 4. 0d.

Two bullocks

£ 1. 6. 8d.
Three ricks of wheat, barley,

One horse

£ 1. 10. 0d.
and oats.


£5. 0. 0d.

Like many of his neighbours, he also had hurdles for folding sheep on the arable, a practice that later made his coastal belt famous for its barley. Most of the foreign trade of Cardigan was with Ireland, importing hoop-staves and boards for the herring fishery, with an occasional boat-load of Irish cattle.
 The coastal traffic was far more regular, with a steady export of oats, barley, malt, wheat, and rye to the more pastoral regions of north Wales. Bay salt was trans-shipped from the Pembrokeshire ports, which also supplied culm and limestone. One or two cargoes of general merchandise arrived each year from Milford or the West Country.
There were three main forms of rural settlement in Wales. Single farmsteads, standing apart in a dispersed pattern, were usual in the stock rearing uplands; very rarely were there small nucleated hamlets; and, thirdly, a blending of single farms, hamlets, and large villages appeared in the mixed farming lowlands. Single farms were the direct outcome of Welsh ways of land-holding, and they multiplied rapidly before and during the sixteenth century, owing to economic inducements and the decay of tribal institutions. 

Farm sizes varied in the less anglicized regions of south west Wales where the manorial system had little or no impact. On the low coastal plateaux in south –eastern Carmarthenshire the manorial imprint was slight. Fremmen ‘living in their small farmsteads of a few limited inclosures but enjoying extensive rights of common, made up the main part of the population’.
 Just how small they were is hard to say. In Pembrey where two English acres equalled one local acre in the survey of 1609, half the farms were less than 10 actes, many of them between four and six; eleven farms were large by local standards, 80 and 178 acres.
 Whatever the size of the farms, Welshmen were acutely dependent on open common grazings. Their reliance became more critical in the uplands, and the main cause of hot disputes was the restriction or enclosure of moorland pastures. This will be seen in later lectures.
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