Historiography: Agricultural Depression
‘Since 1862 the tide of agricultural prosperity had ceased to flow; after 1874 it turned, and rapidly ebbed. A period of depression began which, with some fluctuations in severity, continued throughout the rest of the reign of Queen Victoria, and beyond.’ The portrayal by Lord Ernle (Rowland Protheroe) – English Farming Past and Present, Longmans, 1912 – of the plight of British or, more particularly, English farming, written just before the First World War, is still frequently cited, but historians have increasingly sought to challenge the notion that these years were ones of unremitting ‘depression’. In some respects there has been a tendency to caricature Ernle’s views, which were actually much more subtle and far less pessimistic. He acknowledged that the problems of the period were particularly pronounced in the corn growing districts of the south-east and Midlands, that many small farmers in the pastoral regions of the north and west survived, even prospered, and that new sectors such as market gardening, fruit growing, poultry keeping, and milk retailing, which were to form the basis of 20th century farming, expanded, especially from the mid-1890s. By 1912, the industry was no longer so obsessed with corn and was generally ‘sound and prosperous’.
From the 1960s academic studies have extended and qualified these conclusions primarily by emphasizing the different regional and sectoral experiences to which Ernle referred to. Fletcher’s article- ‘The Great Depression in English Agriculture, 1873-96’, Economic History Review, 1961: 417-32.- disputed the idea of ‘depression’ itself, emphasising the ‘thousands of live-stock farmers’ who had quietly increased their output with the aid of cheap imported cereals which undermined domestic corn growing, but whose opinions were not solicited the two royal commissions on agricultural depression.   David Taylor , ‘The English Dairy Industry 1860-1930’, Agricultural History Review,1987: 47-64, has described the dramatic transformation of dairying, showing how sales of liquid milk, either directly to consumers near the industrial towns or through wholesalers supplying the metropolis, not merely supplanted earlier domestic production of bitter and cheese but provided new opportunities for farmers. The importance of dairying for the farming household at a regional level is developed by Michael Winstanley, ‘Industrialisation and the Small farm: Family and Household Economy in 19th century Lancashire’, Past and Present, 152, 1996,: 157-95. he stressed that the growing importance of the family as a source of labour on small pastoral farms in Lancashire where there were few signs of agricultural crisis. However’ he also suggests that the viability of the smallest holdings near centres of industry was only secured by the income which family members earned in non-agricultural occupations. Here as in other parts of the country, the distinctions between urban and rural, industrial and agriculture were not always clear.
The incidence of bankruptcy and changing levels of agricultural rent have been used to map regional fortunes, particularly by  P.J.Perry (ed) – British Farming in the Great Depression 1870-1914: An Historical Geography, David and Charles, 1974. -  He accepted that the period could be seen as one of ‘adaptation’ and ‘redevelopment’ but still emphasised that farming still faced difficulties.  F.M.L. Thompson,- ‘An Anatomy of English Agriculture 1870-1914’ in Land, Labour, and Agriculture, 1700-1920: Essays for Gordon Mingay, Hambledon Press, 1991 -  focuses mainly on landlords and rental incomes where the regional variations were enormous. At the extremes, rents in Cheshire were almost the same in 1911 as they had been in 1873, while in Suffolk and Essex they had been virtually halved. He also estimated that gross farm output increased in almost every county, especially after 1894, but there were regional variations in this, with the north and west experiencing the most dramatic increases. There was no ‘general or chronic depression in English agriculture throughout this period’. What is less clear, however, is how well farming as a whole performed in relation to earlier periods or tot potential competitors. Here historians are still unsure, but the verdict appears likely to be less favourable. Cormac O’Grada – ‘British Agriculture, 1860-1914’ in The Economic History of Britain since 1700s, vol 2, 1860-1939,  CUP, 1994 – concludes that British agriculture shoed ‘relatively sluggish productivity growth’ and ‘did not perform famously in the face of foreign competition’, primarily because it failed to shed labour rapidly enough. This was also a period of depressed incomes for the farming community. The failure of agrarian capitalism at this time was very evident because of the higher incidence of large-scale farmers. These, as most historians acknowledge, found it most difficult to adjust to changing market conditions of the period which tended to favour the smaller family farm. Alun Howkins,- Reshaping Rural England: A Social History 1850-1925, Harper Collins, 1991 -  is concerned less with the economic implications of these changes than with the ‘crisis of rural society’ which accompanied them. Economic challenges were mirrored by cultural and social ones, particularly for landlords and labourers. He stresses the complexities of change and regional dimension, but concludes that what was significant was the invasion of the ‘non-rural world’ into what had previously been relatively cultural areas, and the emergence of a nostalgic and idyllicised view of rural society which has persisted to today.
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