The Landed Aristocracy: An Introduction
Until the beginning of the twentieth century the aristocracy were the principal elite in England and Wales. Individually they did many things and had many roles. But as a group they were generally conceived in terms of two roles that which some of them enjoyed as peers, and that which almost all of them enjoyed as extensive landowners. In the mid 19th century the role as landowner had taken precedence over the role as peer. The process of change was very important but it had more to do with the image of the aristocracy than with their real identity, or with their claims to a monopoly of elite status. It was a means of preserving their status in a changing social and political climate.
The loss of this monopoly was the consequence of the declining actual wealth of many landowners, and the declining relative wealth of many more. Certain landowners remained very rich, especially those who owned urban land or land under which minerals had been found. But from the late 1870s, when agricultural prices broke, landowners ceased to comprise the majority of very rich men. Their period of dominance had been a long one.

In general social status went with income. The seal of success was the great mansion. The great houses of the 18th and 19th centuries cost what were then vast sums. Once built or acquired a house had to be maintained and be serviced by a small army of domestics and outdoor servants. When the family was in residence there was much entertaining and great consumption of food and drink. The house itself, the stables, kennels, outbuildings, gardens and park had all to be kept in good order. In the 18th century it was estimated that a large mansion cost about £5,000 to maintain. Great sums were spent on acquiring adjacent land, in shifting earth, digging out lakes etc. The full impact might take generations to be realised but all the while expenses had to be met. The servants’ quarters and domestic offices were tucked away out of sight at the back, often ill-lit and damp basements. Many of the chores were onerous, especially keeping the fires alight. Despite this many of these grand houses were cold and draughty.
The country house was a social and administrative centre as well as a family seat. The agent ran the farm, woodlands, quarries, mines and brickworks from his office in the house. Relations and friends came to stay and fellow-landowners, justices, political allies, sporting friends, stopped by to discuss matters. An occasional gentleman tourist called by to later report on its rooms etc in an account of his travels.
Land and church were closely connected. Many contributed to the building of churches and they contributed to the maintenance of the clergy. Over time the Church of England became associated with the wealthier class but not totally and many in Wales embraced the new faiths, or at least showed a degree of sympathy towards them. By the 19th century many parishes had two or more ministers, Anglican and Nonconformist. The Anglican clergy were linked with the large landowners whilst many churchmen blamed the Dissenters for stirring up discontent amongst the poor and for stirring up antagonism between the social classes.

The church’s tithe was a sore point among Nonconformists. Before 1836 it was still paid in kind but in 1836 the Tithe Commission apportioned the sum to be levied among the various occupiers of each parish, and assessed the amount by means of a rent-charge, usually based on a seven year average of grain prices. This tithe was highly contentious throughout Wales, where money was going to support a church which was followed by only a small minority of the population. Grievances boiled over during periods of depression when farmers were in financial difficulties, and tithe payments were a factor in the Rebecca Riots and again in the mid 1880s.
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