Rural Habitats
The houses available to the agricultural worker were in four categories. The first was that of accommodation owned by the worker himself, and this was quite rare. The second was one where there was some form of service obligation involved, and the third was that owned and rented out by some person other than the worker or his employer. The fourth type, the tied cottage is the one that appears in most Reports. The general consensus of all the reports relating to Wales was that the numbers of houses available in rural areas was inadequate. (see Commission of Employment of Children and Young Persons and Women in Agriculture, 1867). Overcrowding was said to be prevalent in Cardiganshire, Carmarthenshire and Pembrokeshire as well as many other counties in Wales. The houses in these areas were also in a generally bad state and subject to overcrowding. The Royal land Commission in 1896 still complained of inadequate housing but that the situation was made more difficult by the poor level of rents. Building costs varied from £20 for the ‘ty clom’ to £300 for the brick cottages on the Llangadog estate (Report 1896, pp.619-620). It was estimated that the cost of a ‘decent’ cottage would be at least £100, with an additional £20-£50 for the cost of the land. The difficulty of obtaining suitable land for building was believed by the Commissioners to be partly responsible for the housing shortage in some areas especially in areas in south west Wales.
No improvement was recorded by the Welsh Land Enquiry Committee in 1913. A witness from Pembroke stated that:

Old cottages are tumbling down without being replaced. Within a radius of two miles from here and about as many from the nearest villages there are farms of about 300 acres with only one cottage on each when there ought to be three or four. There are nine farms of from 100 to 200 acres each on which there are no cottages at all. In my own small parish of 1,430 acres eleven cottages have fallen into ruin within the last 40 years, and only four new ones have been built, and a barn converted into a cottage.

(Welsh Land Enquiry Committee. Welsh land: rural. 1914, ch.11, p.252)

In a survey of villages in Cardigan it was found that in more than 40% of them no cottages whatever had been built during the preceding ten years.. This was not unique to Cardiganshire for it was reported that of 803 villages in England and Wales, 45% stated that no new building had been built in the past decade. (Land Enquiry Committee, Ch. 2, p.117) The Report also complained about size and that a frequent complaint was that existing cottages were too small, often comprising of only one or two rooms and perhaps an unventilated attic.
Another comprehensive investigation into the housing of agricultural workers was the Select Committee Engaged upon the Housing of the Working Classes Acts Amendment Bill, House of Commons 376, 1906. They spoke of the scarcity of housing in rural districts, and spoke of cases in which the lack of accommodation in villages had directly caused migration, or that this shortage had prevented people from coming into an area. The report noted that the shortage of cottages was most marked in villages close to industrial sites; witnesses from Carmarthen attributed the scarcity to the numbers of colliery and lime workers seeking accommodation. 

The housing crisis was caused in part by the rapid growth in population especially in industrial areas, rural depopulation crating an actual surplus of housing in those areas, and cottages crumbling through age. In rural areas close to industrial works the agricultural labourer was outbid by industrial workers with higher wages. To ease the problem some farmers refused to rent cottages to anyone other than agricultural labourers but in many cases this did not prevent labourers from leaving the land and simply caused many cottages to remain vacant.
Another reason for the housing shortage was cost. It was not profitable to invest in agricultural cottages.

In Wales there had long been a tradition of labourers occupying cottages either free or at a low rent in order to encourage them to remain in the farmer’s employ. This was never satisfactory for should the contract end then the labourer and his family received immediate notice to quit the cottage. The Welsh Land Commissioners received ample evidence of a very strong dislike amongst married agricultural workers of cottages owned by their employers and occupied on the express condition of working on the employer’s farm (see Report 1896, p.614). The chief complaint was that the labourer and his family had no security of tenure and that if a man ended his employment, of his own choice or otherwise, he would find himself dispossessed from his house at short notice (Land Enquiry, Ch. 11, pp.285-286).
The Welsh Land Commission found that labourers were sometimes reconciled to the tied cottage system by the grant of a few acres of land attached to the cottage. This appeared to work well enough where the rent demanded was reasonable, the independence conferred by the tenancy of land to some extent offsetting the dependence implicit in the tied house. The Commissioners found that this agreement was often abused with the farmer charging a much higher rent than perhaps he was paying to the landlord.

In general most farmers supported the tied-cottage system on the ground that the system was necessary so as to enable them to have the full control over their labourers. (Report, 1896. p.614). Although it suited farmers it caused problems for the labourer. It was not merely that a workman occupying. a tied cottage had an even greater reluctance to risk dismissal than was in any case inevitable. His freedom to negotiate with his employer with regard to wages was curtailed by the additional pressure which the employer could apply by virtue of also being a landlord. Pressure was sometimes brought to bear on a labourer by the farmer/landlord that his children or wife were needed for work, refusal could result in eviction. Age could result in eviction so that overall this practice was quite restrictive on the freedoms of the labourer.

However the extent of these practices should not be exaggerated. Tied cottages were not very common in Wales and even where they existed and were owned by farmers, the drastic shortage of agricultural labour limited its effect.

The Report of 1870 described the housing conditions in Pembroke and Carmarthen as disgraceful, there being no regard for the convenience and comfort of the occupants and very little for their health and mortality. The houses which usually had two rooms on the ground floor and two upstairs often had earthen floors and damp walls, being badly lit and ventilated. Overcrowding was universal and adequate sanitation rare; piggeries were often attached to the houses. In Cardigan conditions were much the same, with many cottages being no more than squatter’s hovels. The Report of 1896 recycles the attitude that there was a laxity of morals especially amongst the female peasantry, and regarded their deplorable housing conditions as an important factor contributing to this state of affairs. The Report noted that in south west Wales farmhouses and cottages were in equally bad condition, all having earthen walls and floors and inadequate sanitation. One witness before the Commission described cottages in Begelly, in Pembrokeshire, as two rooms with as many as ten people sleeping in them, with windows which were too small and floors which were damp and broken (Report, 1896. p.612). The Royal Commission on Labour, 1894 (p.221) stated that ‘bad as the accommodation is in some parts of England, it is far worse in Wales’. The Report often stated that there was very little to choose between labourers’ cottages and the farmhouses of the farmers themselves.
In view of the generally depressed condition of agriculture during most of the final quarter of the 19th century, this absence of improvement in Welsh rural housing conditions is not surprising. Older cottages, especially those leased with farms, were being allowed to fall into decay in large numbers. Where the responsibility for repairs lay with the tenant, as was usually the case, any repairs involving expenditure inevitably took a low priority in the allocation of farm expenditure. A labourer was in no position to compel his employer to carry out necessary repair work. This was not always the case however for the shortage of labour often forced farmers to improve cottages and even, in isolated cases, to build new ones. The young unmarried labourer was naturally the first to be attracted by the prospects of migration and Welsh farmers, who had previously preferred this type of labourer, began to realise that their best interests lay with the married labourers living a settled existence. Most of the rural cottages had deteriorated to such an extent by the close of the century that by the standards of the Local Government Act of 1894, they had to be condemned rather than repaired.
More information is available concerning the state of rural housing in Wales at the end of the first decade of the twentieth century in the reports of Medical Officers of Health and the Housing and Town Planning Act of 1909 which required County Councils to appoint medical Officers of Health and the annual reports of these officers are a fair indication of conditions. They were more or less unanimous in their conclusions that cottages were generally of a poor type and frequently unfit for human habitation; that they were deteriorating and that building was practically at a standstill except in or near industrial areas. Many families were living in houses already condemned, with the result that tuberculosis, rheumatic complaints and fevers were common; overcrowding was also believed to be an important factor contributing to the unusually low moral standards prevailing in rural areas.

The annual Reports indicate how widespread these conditions were in Wales. In Cardigan, 118 of 488 cottages, about 25%, were unsatisfactory and in Pembroke the same percentage was noted. (Welsh Land Enquiry Committee.1911.Ch. 11, pp.254-260) The position with regard to ownership and tenancy did not vary significantly from one area of Wales to another. The Enquiry of 1911 concluded that most cottages rented from the farmer employing the labourer concerned were to be found in the English-speaking districts of South Wales. In cardigan most cottages of this class were rented by the farmer with his farm and sub-let to the labourers for the same period of tenure as that of employment; where a substantial area of land was rented with the cottage the tenancy was usually yearly.
Rents varied depending on the area and tenure. In the 1860s the rent for a single-roomed cottage in Brecon was about £2. 12s a year; larger houses, especially those with gardens attached were commanding rents of between £3 and £4 a year.. By the end of the century there had been very little change in the general level of rents. In general rents still lay within the range of £2.12s to £5 a year according to size, position and condition of the house. In Carmarthenshire cottages were still to be found rented at £1. 10s a year, in Cardigan £4 or £6 if land was attached, and in Pembrokeshire where housing conditions were amongst the worse in Wales, the majority of houses had two rooms and a loft and were let at rents of £2. 10s a year upwards. Fairly detailed investigations show how wide the disparity in rents had become by 1911-12. In those years’ rents in counties such as Carmarthen, and Pembroke, averaged 1/2d. to 1/6d. a week, or about £3. 10s a year. (Board of Agriculture and Fisheries. Wages and conditions of employment in agriculture.  1919. Vol. 2 pp.398-495). In 1896 when most rents in rural Wales were in the vicinity of £3. 10s a year, the cost of building a decent cottage was estimated at £120 to £150, including the cost of land (Report. 1896. p.618). By 1914 the estimate had risen to £200, with the estimated annual rent necessary to maintain the property being about £18.4s (Board of Agri. Etc. 1919. p.153). This figure of £18 may be compared with the typical rent of £4 on average for rural Wales.
An individual or institution contemplating building houses in rural Wales during the latter 19th or early 20th century was faced with the alternatives of building and maintaining property at a loss or charging a rent which approached 50% of the income of an average farm worker and was therefore beyond his reach.. Property owners therefore either abandoned the idea or concentrated their attention on industrial workers earning relatively high money wages. Local government authorities were frequently faced with the same problem. Their committees were frequently made up of local builders and landowners who were not attracted by the powers of compulsory land purchase which they had, nor with the prospect of adding further charges to the rates.
The farm labourer found himself in a situation where money was being diverted to the industrial areas where more profit could be made. His home, if he had one was afflicted with the decay and neglect which had left him with subsistence wages, archaic working conditions and a means of livelihood from which the young and ambitious were leaving as quickly as possible.

