Women in Agriculture

1. Women farmers in Wales – over 5,000 according to 1851 census

2. Farmer’s wives (owner occupiers or tenant farmers)

3. Farmer’s daughters

4. Agricultural labourer’s wives – cottagers

5. Maid servants – domestic

6. Maid servants – agricultural labourers

7. Seasonal workers

1. Farmers’ Wives

These are almost invisible; there is very little evidence available on their role and life-style. However in 1851 there were 27,936 farmer’s wives in Wales. Much is made of the centrality of the hearth (aelwyd) yet  Iorweth C. Peate’s book The Welsh House (1940), makes no mention of women! Minwel Tibbott (Domestic Life in Wales, 2002) who used to work as an enthologist-historian at the Museum of Welsh Life, attempted to redress the balance.

What does come through is the stability of the daily/weekly/monthly/seasonal round of duties and responsibilities.

The size of the holding determined the exact duties, but there is general consensus regarding their responsibilities:

Farmhouse and Dairy as well as the farmyard – orchard, garden, calves, pigs and hens as well as household chores.

The women of South Wales are much better housewives than the women of the South Midland counties of England and that …except in the north of England and Scotland, I never saw such a general endeavour to make a poor dwelling look its best. (Employment of Children etc, My Culley’s Report, 1867)
Female staff usually hired annually and the farmer’s wife offered the younger servants a form of parental supervision (Modryb[aunt]). Looked after their moral welfare, however much made of courting habits by commissioners.

Farmer’s wife called Meistress from the middle of the century onwards. It was important, if a famer wished to hire the best labour, to have a reputation of providing a good table.
Gwas, lived on the premises and had all meals in the farmhouse.

Gweithiwr – lived away from the farm but could, as part of their contract have 2 meals a day in the farmhouse as perquisite – this was part of the wage.

…the state of the kitchen at each farm is pretty well known in the neighbourhood and the qualifications of the maid who has charge of it are freely canvassed. (1867 Report).
There was usually a very basic diet ( see extract of page 39 of the Report 1867). Usually based on broth (cawl), flummery (llymru) and oatcakes (bara ceirch) and the main implements were the bakestone and the cauldron.

Farmer’s wives were also expected to show charity to cottagers’ wives; e.g. a bun for each member of the family or a basin of wheat flour and oat flour on festive days.

The recipient would give a curtsey for each basinful according to Gwilym Evans in an article ‘On a Farm a Century Ago’ Carm. Hist. 1971. This served to emphasise the social status of the farmer and his wife.
However in south Cardiganshire such charity was defined differently:

Cottagers were given buttermilk once or twice a week, especially when butter making ( there was an example when one farmer’s daughter was concerned at the amount of buttermilk taken only to be told by her mother not to worry as ‘harvest time will come’. In other words the debt would be repaid as free labour – see David Jenkins The Agricultural Community…
Also cottagers were given swper adre or hoglyn, home supper according to the number of work days rendered to the farm. This usually consisted of cheese and flour or a loaf. This was one of the sources of grievances during the Rebecca Riots.
The farmer’s wife was also responsible for taking produce to market. This was a very important facet of the farm economy. They would sell eggs, butter and cheese – this was the wife’s domain and the money was hers, used to help run the household. Not unknown for some husbands to steal from this fund.

This money was called Arian y Clos (the money of the yard) or Arian y fasged (basket money).

Farmers’ Daughters

Again their activities depended on the size of the holding but given that the majority of holdings in Wales were small, they had to work extremely hard. They were often in a worse condition than the maid for they were working not for a wage but pocket money.
Again there is very little evidence available about their life but the 1896 Land Commission report that one of the witnesses for north Cardiganshire stated that the daughters do all the work on the farm that men would do – with the exception of the ploughing, they work very, very hard both the mother and the daughter.
Oral testimony from Llwyncelyn, Cardiganshire in 1920 based on the daughter of a small tenant farmer, the eldest of a large family who preferred to work as a maid servant on neighbouring farms than stay at home to help bring up her siblings and work on the family farm. However by becoming a maidservant she went down a social class.
Many chose to escape hardship. In the Tregaron area in particular, groups of women might join the Garden Girls – marched y gerddi who were seasonal workers. They would walk to London to work in the market gardens in the Home Counties. This continued from the mid 18th to the mid 19th centuries and ended with the coming of the railways. There were also travelling harvest workers or shearing parties within Cardiganshire who went to the English border counties.
Agricultural Labourer’s Wives

Cottager’s wives did outdoor casual piece work and were paid by the day. In most cases they were regarded as a cheap pool of labour which could be  brought in and out of the work force to suit the requirements of capital.

Their work varied according to the nature of the holding.

In the first half of the century it was noted that they often did the following work:

Picking stones, hoeing turnips and mangolds, picking couch grass prior to sowing, cutting thistles, threshing spreading dung, setting potatoes, digging and gathering etc. ( see the evidence of Mr J.L. Phillips, p.103 1867 Report)
There was a gradual restriction of activities within areas of work during the second half of the century – usually in hoeing turnips, hay-making and corn-harvest.

Pay:

1814 – 3d a day on own food (source Walter Davies 1814)

1867 – Cardigan Union 8d a day, on own findings, extra at harvest time – between 1/- - 1/6. Lampeter Velfrey, 9d a day on own findings. Carmarthen Union 8d a day in winter, 10d a day in summer ‘ and I give tea and beer on long days’ Evidence of V. Rees, Report 1867)

Compare this with male agricultural labourer – 1/3 per day in winter plus food; 2/- a day in summer plus food.

There was also the repayment of debt in kind – especially potato debt I allow my labourers to plant potatoes on my land, giving them six or eight cart loads of my farm manure for which they or rather their wives give me a day’s harvesting for each cart load of manure, no other charge made for the load; the women have their food when harvesting. (p111 Report 1867).
Hours: usually 8a.m. until 6p.m. (10 ) hours with one hour for dinner.

As these women were only used for seasonal work they often lived in great poverty. If the husband was boarded in the farm there was a tendency for their wives to live off the slops and to have slipshod, makeshift meals of tea and pancakes.

Their wages were often supplemented by ‘sanctioned begging’ – gwlana (wool gathering), blawta a blonega (begging for flour and fat especially on Shrove Tuesday), ytta (begging wheat), lloffa (gleaning after harvest), calennig (singing for the New Year’s gift) and by knitting endlessly.
By mid-century there was an expansion of ‘domestic ideology’ which was an important feature of the Victorian Age – i.e. restricting women’s’ role to the home.

Report 1867 – The consequences frequently are neglect of home, uneducated children, dirt and discomfort which too often leads to intemperance on the part of the husband. And if the cottage is not tidy it is the fault of the wife.

Report 1867, p48. .. the women of South Wales are much better housewives than the women of the South Midland counties of England…I never saw such a general endeavour to make a poor dwelling look its best.
By 1894-96 the Report reflects the prevailing view that married women should not work outside the home base. The desire had grown among the labouring class to see their wives staying at home to look after their homes and families rather than leaving their children for the sake of a few shillings. They believed that the husband’s wages should be enough to sustain the family. There was a gradual restriction therefore in female employment. An exception was made for working during harvest time and shearing, because of their social and convivial aspects.
Maid Servants

Once again the nature and range of work depended on the size of the holding and the nature of the farming.

Larger Farms and farmhouse hierarchy. Pen Morwyn or head servant/dairymaid . This was considered high status within the working hierarchy and it was considered an  honour for a farm servant to marry a head maid servant. There is evidence also that she would often treat her under servants in a harsh and cruel manner – some evidence of beatings and overworking.
Ail Forwyn or the second in command.

Morwyn Fach/croten/hogen, a maid who was at everybody’s beck and call. For the first year she often had to work for no pay at all, merely for food and lodging. If there was any wage it was given to the parents.

Sometimes hired to look after her employer’s children. Began working at a young age see 1867 p.122 Boys are employed before 12 … Girls are employed about the same age as boys, but not in the same occupation. In Llandeilo they were employed as early as 8 yrs old and in Pembrokeshire 10 but the average seems to have been 12.
Hiring

Fairs usually held at Michaelmas ( Ffair Cyflogi) and therefore the hiring contract was for a year. They were often told to stand in rows like cattle to be judged. Fairs were considered to be rough, with coarse language and the only time in the year when there seemed not to be any restriction on behaviour. People on that day were free of their last employment and they were given earnest money as a form of contract – ern.
There were also runaway fairs where those not employed in other fairs or who had not turned up for employment on their new farms, could have one last chance to be employed for the season. The young changed farm year by year – thus improving wages and skills and thereby moving up the social ladder. However there was always a limit to how far they could climb.

Superstitions – not to move to a new farm on a Friday or Saturday and certainly not in the month of December.

By 1880s there was a shortage of maidservants and they could afford to bargain – unofficial trade unions. Fairs were still used for hiring in south Cards. And north Pembs as late as 1919-20

Wages:

1794 dairymaid; £3. 3s.  to £4

Cowmaid £1. 10s. to £2 highland zone

Top dairy maid £4.4s to £6 and cowmaid £2.10s in the lowland zone

1867 Dairymaid £6-£7 in Haverfordwest

Second maid £3 -£5 working out compared with male servants £9-£20

1893-4 dairymaid £11.1s

Dyffryn Tywi £14 - £18 fertile land; morwyn fach £10

(Gwas mawr £20-£26 and gwas bach £12)

They were also given a pair of blankets after 7 years service on the same farm
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