Wales and the Depression: An Introduction

There was, since the middle of the nineteenth century in Wales a consistent, if undramatic, trend away from arable farming towards a pastorally dominated agricultural economy. In some areas this had been caused by a scarcity of labour, in others by the proximity of expanding markets for relatively high-value animal products or for forage, as in the case of the coalfields in the Merthyr Tydfil district, where some 8,000 tons of hay were annually needed for pit ponies.

Prior to the early 1880s overseas imports had little effect upon the price of either store or finished livestock, which were essentially dictated by the vagaries of the weather, the availability of forge in England, and the frequency and severity of disease epidemics. By 1883-4 however, the effects of depression were apparent in the cattle trade as store prices began to fall along with those of fat beasts. Overall, returns from finished animals sold off Welsh farms declined by 30 percent between 1876 and 1892, while beef prices at the markets of Cowbridge, Newtown and Wrexham fell by over 25 percent, and the price of butter at Carmarthen by 12 percent during the same period.
 Depression in the market had first become seriously apparent in 1885, although the agent for the Margam estate told the Welsh Land Commissioners that local farming had been sporadically depressed since 1879, although tenants of many of the major estates were not asking for rent abatements before 1887.
 As a whole, the larger estate offices acceded to tenants’ demands for rent abatements despite the complaint of George Williams of Hayston, Pembrokeshire, that landlords refused to accept the reality of depression and failed to appreciate the plight of their tenants.
 Such comments must be evaluated in the light of the number of contemporary anti-landlordism, fuelled by the activities of nonconformist radicals seeking every opportunity to exploit the social and economic discomfiture of the Welsh landed gentry for political motives. The plain facts of depression were obvious to even the most absent of landlords. Yet, crippled as many were with mortgages and the financial obligations of strict family settlements, those among them with only modest rent-rolls were hard put to offer much in the way of relief. Coming as it did when their political and social influence was in decline, the depression finally the spirit of the landed gentry, and many enthusiastically welcomed the terms of the Settled land Act of 1882 and began to dispose of their estates. As holdings were bought by tenants anxious to achieve long-term security, the twentieth century pattern of Welsh freehold farming was now established.
In the absence of a range of detailed local studies it is difficult to comment unequivocally on the degree of seriousness of the ‘Great Depression’ so far as Welsh tenant farmers were concerned. Only a minority benefited from the arable booms of the earlier nineteenth century, since corn sales had formed only a small proportion of farm income, while the effects of collapsed cereal prices in the 1880s were probably beneficial to those with the facilities to produce finished livestock for the urban meat markets. Given the low level of  tenants’ capital investment on most farms, the generally modest level of recurrent expenditure, and the in-built capacity for ‘belt tightening’ among the farming population, it is unlikely that the depression was felt with anything like the severity experienced in the arable regions of England. There may have been problems but they survived the more calamitous effects. After all, two major elements of their product base, milk and store livestock, were protected from overseas competition, while imported beef and lamb carcasses could hardly compete in quality terms with home-bred animals.
Between the mid 1870s and mid 1880s most Welsh counties suffered a decline in sheep numbers accompanied by an expansion in the cattle population. Although mutton prices remained at an adequate level, a combination of a depressed wool market caused by imports of cheap Australian wool and a succession of liver-fluke epidemics was responsible for this decline.  For the remainder of the century numbers expanded. Why did this happen? Sheep could more effectively utilize permanent pasture compared with cattle; they were cheaper to keep and buy and the price of mutton increased at a greater rate than beef. This therefore set the pattern for Welsh farming in the first half of the twentieth century.
Percentage change in livestock numbers in chosen counties, 1867-1912

	County
	Cows + heifers in milk + calf
	Other Cattle
	Sheep
	Horses
	Pigs
	Total arable

	Cardigan
	+12
	+72
	+91
	+54
	+12
	-22

	Carmarthen
	+17
	+61
	+72
	+42
	+39
	-46

	Glamorgan
	+24
	+24
	+39
	+48
	-8
	-30

	Pembroke
	+15
	+64
	+57
	+37
	+33
	-15

	Brecon
	+19
	+20
	+15
	+42
	-40
	-11


The Sheep Population of Wales 1867-1914

	Date
	Breeding

ewes
	Sheep under

1 year old
	Sheep over

1 year old
	Total

	1867 
	1,635,883
	774,263
	-
	2,410,146

	1877
	2,097,475
	453,572
	-
	2,551,047

	1887
	1,915,266
	1,006,636
	-
	2,921,902

	1897
	1,323,837
	1,171,143
	904,729
	3,399,709

	1907
	1,616,385
	1,466,612
	860,864
	3,943,861

	1914
	1,609,919
	1,440,070
	768,273
	3,818,262
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