An Assessment on the Importance of Agriculture in Wales during the Nineteenth Century.
Welsh agriculture and the Welsh rural society differed in many ways from communities in England. One major difference was that farming in Wales formed a part of the ‘highland zone’ of pastoral farming which lay roughly north-west of a line drawn from the mouth of the river Tees to the mouth of the river Exe. Within this area as a whole agriculture was characterised by family farms, lack of capital, and backward methods, and by a class of peasant tenants.
 Whether he lived in the lush counties of the south, or attempted to eke a living from the uncompromising uplands, a farmer lucky to survive from the end of the Napoleonic wars to the closing of the nineteenth century would have witnessed considerable, if generally undramatic changes to the farmscape.
The problems facing the farmers of Wales were different from those who lived and worked in the warmer, cereal-producing ‘lowland zone’ to the south-east. The mixed farming, with a livestock and dairying emphasis, shielded the farmers of the highland zone from the acute depressions in corn production which periodically affected those farming the heavy clay areas. In addition, the farmers in the highland zone lived frugally even in good years, merely expecting their land to pay the rent rather than make a large profit. With this mentality they were better able to weather periods of hardship compared to cereal producers.
During the nineteenth century the Welsh farmer would have noted national and local demographic changes which might have impinged upon his social life but would certainly have influenced his farming system. Population throughout the century was steadily increasing, and as the increase accelerated during the final part of the century the population increased from 0.587 million in 1801 to 2.421 in 1911. This increase was not uniform and many rural areas experienced either population stagnation or absolute decreases. In Carmarthenshire  despite a 23 percent increase in total population between 1841 and 1891, country people were drawn away from agricultural underemployment towards the industrial areas around Llanelli, leading to a decline of almost one-third in the agricultural workforce in the same period.
 A similar situation applied in the neighbouring Cardiganshire where the agricultural population of the southern parishes tended to peak in 1841, after which migration more than balanced the natural increase.

The pressure of poverty, over-population and the rising demand for holdings constantly ground down the peasantry of the highland zone. In Wales as a whole less than 20 percent of the male population worked on the land in 1911, although the proportion remained close to 50 percent in Cardiganshire. The Welsh situation was additionally affected by the separate socio-cultural factors of rural areas. The deeply felt ties of the nonconformist chapels and the Welsh language ,which often made people reluctant to leave an area, together with the fact that the status deriving from possession of a farm was increased in a society where the gentry had abandoned their 'natural' role as leaders, certainly intensified the raging land hunger of the Welsh rural communities. There was also a limited prospect that men of wealth would settle in rural areas, and the paucity of information about new farming ideas, were acute local problems.
 Finally, many contemporary radicals believed that the low level of farming was essentially the harmful consequence of the widening of the gap between the anglicized, Anglican, and Tory landowners and their Welsh speaking, Nonconformist, and Liberal tenants. Such a rift they emphasised, was absent in English landed society.
 It was this absence of good relations which accounted for the tenants' debilitating feelings of insecurity and their consequent servile, fawning behaviour towards the landlords. The landlords were accused of cynically manipulating land hunger and permitting secret bidding in order to charge high rents, of failing to recognise the seriousness of agricultural depression in the 1880s and 1890s, of raining rents upon tenant's improvements, of neglecting to improve their estates, of administering harshly the game laws, of favouring churchmen before Nonconformists in their selection of tenants, and of evicting occupants from their holding for political and religious reasons.
 This picture of Welsh tenants living in fear, which is questioned by Matthew Cragoe, is probably similar to the worst features of the land system in Ireland. This sense of injustice led to Nonconformist Radicals pushing for separate legislation for Wales along the same lines as that achieved for Ireland - the implementation of a land court to secure 'fair rents', fixity of tenure, and free sale.

Dissent and Liberalism played a major role in imbuing the Welsh peasantry with a new set of values that were ultimately to topple the political ascendancy of the landlords and as a result speed the movement to modernization within Wales. Already by the period of the Rebecca Riots 1839-43, the resentment amongst the Welsh gwerin was apparent towards what they were injustices and abuses within the old society, and this angst was fuelled by religious dissent.
 One contemporary observer wrote to Sir James Graham in 1843, "I find the tithes excite the greatest dislike, then poor rates (church rates they hardly know anything about) and the high amount of rents".
 Although tithe commutation in south Wales (and in this area alone) was aggravated in some localities by an increase in net tithe payments after commutation of between 20 and 50 percent
 dislike of tithes stemmed in the main from religious principle as from financial hardship.
 Nonconformity also accounted for some of the hostility towards the new Poor Law
. the influence of the Nonconformist preachers in shaping the discontent felt within the rural communities was described by the poor law assistant commissioner, William Day, in 1843:

The landlords are most of them of the old Church and King school -     the tenantry are almost all Dissenters with a spice of the fanaticism of the 
Covenanters about them. Still there is - or rather has been - a sort of feudal deference existing between the parties - but I suspect it to be the result of habit, rather than of feeling resulting from conviction, and which may readily be put aside on a change of circumstances. There is moreover another class more powerful perhaps than even the landlord - and this is the Preachers - and the great bulk of the population are  as much in their hands as the Papists of Ireland in the hands of their priests.

At this time of acute economic crisis for the Welsh gwerin there was a build up of antipathy towards the squires as a class for their high rents and their frequent arrogant, unsympathetic conduct as magistrates, particularly in administration of the poor laws. However the Rebecca Riots were not an ideologically inspired anti-landlord movement.
 
With the work of the Welsh Nonconformist press, and in particular of the Liberation Society in the 1850s and 1860s, traditional Nonconformist grievances were channelled
 into a radical and distinctly Welsh political programme. The imminence of the conflict between tenants and landlords was clearly sensed, a clash the squires were very indignant about. This annoyance is best described in a letter from E.C.L Fitzwilliams of Cilgwyn, Cardiganshire to Lord Emlyn of Golden Grove, Carmarthenshire  concerning the parliamentary election for the Cardigan boroughs in 1852:

Mr Richard Jenkins writes me that the preaching influence was exerted to the 
utmost at every place. If all Landlords do not unite as one man to repel the 
invasion in these Counties, by making their displeasure felt in the 
unmistakeable way of putting a termination to the connexion of the landlord 
and tenant ..., and dealing only with [ie supporting] those tradesmen who will 
support the landlords and their interest, they will be acting with great folly 
from a present feeling as to what is the natural course of proceeding for self 
preservation.

Landlords were on the offensive, and their evictions of 1859 and 1868 do not place them in a good light.
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