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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The period 1873 to 1896 in English economic history is often iso

lated as one of agricultural depression. That the term 'depression' 

is an accurate description of the conditions prevailing in English 

agriculture at this time has been placed in serious doubt by a number of , 

well qualified scholars.* Yet there is general agreement that the 

English farmer primarily engaged in the planting and harvesting of 

wheat was faced with a most difficult situation. While many crops 

grown by the English farmer still proved to be profitable, the growing 

of wheat was an increasingly unprofitable endeavor. In fact, many of 

the statistical series commonly cited as evidence of the 5 agricultural 

depression' during this period are those related exclusively to wheat 

2 production and prices. 

Many factors, internal as well as external, were operating to 

change the market conditions facing the English wheat farmer. Undoubt

edly the single most significant development was'the growth of wheat 

production in the United States, Argentina, Canada, Russia and India. 

It was the development of a world wheat market that was to force adap

tation on the part of the English wheat farmer. The 'natural protection' 

heretofore accorded the English wheat farmer reflected a condition of the 

See, for instance: H. L. Beales, "Revisions in Economic History: 
The Great Depression in Industry and Trade," Economic History Review, 
Vol. V, No. 1 (October, 1934), A. E. Musson, "The Great Depression in 
Britain, 1873-1896," Journal of Economic History, Vol. XIX, No. 2 
(June, 1959), and T. W. Fletcher, "Great Depression in English Agricul
ture, 1873-1896," Economic History Review, Vol. XIII, (April, 1961), 
pp. 417-32. 

2 
Fletcher, XIII, 418. 
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past; a condition that was increasingly less meaningful after the repeal 

of the Corn Laws and the rapid development of internal as well as sea 

transport. Manchesterian sfree trade1 rhetoric was to sound rather 

hollow to the depressed English wheat farmer as he faced persistent evi

dence of declining profits. 

Most often one finds the development of the world wheat economy and 

the condition of the English farmer in the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century treated as separate and somewhat unrelated topics. It is this 

writer's conviction that these two subjects are inherently related and 

cannot be fully understood unless studied within a single theoretical 

framework. The theoretical structure that would appear to offer consid

erable insight into the interrelationships of these topics is that of 

3 • 
the 'Metropolis.1 

The theory of the metropolis originated in the early work of Johann 

Heinrich von Thunen. His major work, Per Isolierte Staat, was written 

in 1826. This hypothesis is largely based on a theory of economic 

location. Selecting an economic entity, generally a major urban con

centration, the hypothesis states that the type of agriculture that will 

be found without this entity will be primarily a function of distance. 

It is also quite true that the hypothesis is capable of a more broad 

interpretation based on the notion that the metropolis dictates, through 

3 * The theoretical structure in the text is taken largely from: 
Richard T. Ely and George S. Wehr we in-,.. Land Economics (New York: The 
Macmillan Co., 1940), John T. Schlebecker, "The World Metropolis and 
the History of American Agriculture," Journal of Economic History, 
Vol. XX, No. 2 (June, 1960), 187-208, and Theodor Brinkraann, Economies 
of the Farm Business, introduction and notes by Elizabeth T. Benedict, 
Heinrich H. Stippler and Murray R. Benedict (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1935). 
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its power over the market mechanism, the terms of trade for the agri

cultural sector /4 This issue, however, is not particularly relevant 

to the purposes of this thesis. 

As cities grew in size, agriculture tended toward increased special

ization. As population grew, the land nearest the city tended to be 

devoted to perishable and intensive crops. Products, such as cattle 

and grain, whose land requirements were of a more extensive sort*, 

moved out further away from the metropolis. On the farthest fringes 

would be the most extensive type of products which had a high price 

and relatively low bulk; i.e. furs. Due to the expansion of urban 

centers, farm zones were pushed further outward. That is, not only 

was more land necessary to feed the expanding urban center, but with 

an increase in demand and rising prices more land fell within the 

profitable margin of cultivation. 

Ultimately the differentiation in land use was determined by 

diminishing returns or marginal productivity. That is, inputs would 

be more profitably employed on new land than added to the land on 

which diminishing returns had set in. This, of course, applies equally 

to capital and labour. Clearly this same phenomenon could be realized 

in reverse; that is, with falling prices a product may no longer be 

profitably raised at the extensive margin, while supermarginal land 

would be cultivated less intensively. 

Variables which significantly influence the pattern of land use 

are the cost of transportation of the product to the metropolis, cost 

^This, for instance, is one of the major concerns of Schlebecker, 
Vol. XX, No. 2, 187-208. 



of inputs such as fertilizer from the metropolis, bulkiness, perish

ability of the crop, and crop land requirements. One would expect 

to find capital- and labor-intensive farming profitable near the 

cities while land-intensive crops will be found further put from the 

cities. 

Changes in the significant cost items could precipitate major 

alterations in the pattern of land use. If the cost of transport 

were to fall, perishability could be overcome through refrigeration, or 

land requirements altered by improved technology, the pattern of land 

usage would be likely to adjust to the new cost conditions. 

This hypothesis is quite capable of being used on a number of 

different levels. One might, as did von Thunen, restrict the analysis 

to a single large city and the surrounding land area. One might 

equally well use the hypothesis on a broader level, say the level of 

the Atlantic Community or even the world metropolis. 

In this thesis the hypothesis will be on a reasonably broad scale; 

that is, Western Europe, and more particularly the urban center of 

London, shall be identified as the metropolis. The 1 regions of recent 

settlement1" will represent the addition of land area to the concentric 

pattern of land use surrounding that metropolis. Use of the von Thunen 

hypothesis in this way will provide a necessary theoretical structure 

for the gathering and interpretation of data on the growth of the 

world wheat economy and the decline in wheat farming in England from 

1873 to 1896. 

In Chapter 2 this analysis will be developed more thoroughly. 
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A second purpose of this work will be to examine in considerable 

detail the nature of the adjustment problem facing the English wheat 

farmer as the margin of production shifted to overseas areas. It is 

true that a reduction in transportation cost, just as an improvement 

in technology, may shift outward a society's production possibility curve 

and thus represent a gain for the society as a whole. Historically, 

however, the ability of an economy to obtain these gains has varied 

widely. It is important that the nature of the process of adjustment 

to changes in economic conditions be understood. An effort to under

stand the key variables in the process of change should lead to con

siderably greater understanding of the functioning of an economy over 

time. In particular, the role of the non-economic variables may be 

found to be of considerable importance in the adjustment process. 

The benefits of such an understanding are not solely those de

rived from an understanding of the past. More importantly, such an 

understanding may lead to insights into the problems faced in the 

adjustment process and what steps society may take to lessen the real 

burden imposed upon those who must adjust to changing economic condi

tions. Further, detailed study of economic adjustment lends itself 

to a more thorough understanding of the dynamics of change. Clearly, 

one of the major concerns in the literature of underdeveloped economies 

is the question of responses to market forces and change in economic 

activities. Here, it would seem, one might well turn to economic 

6 history for 1 case1 studies * providing greater insight into these problems, 

£ 

See, for instance, the admirable introduction by Barry E. Supple 
(ed.), Experience of Economic Growth (New York: Random House, 1963), 
1-46. 
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The general outline of this work will be first, to trace the growth 

of the world wheat economy, second, to discuss the general adaptation 

taking place in English agriculture as the margin of production shifted 

outward, and finally, to trace in detail the specific adjustment, as 

well as the factors influencing that adjustment, of the English wheat 

farmer. The final portion of the work will be a summary statement and 

conclusions. 

It will be noted that in the discussion of the development of the 

outer wheat economy, United States wheat production, as well as factors 

contributing to the growth of United States wheat production, seem to 

play an inordinately important role. The explanation for this is quite 

simple: United States wheat production and exports of wheat to England 

were, until the middle or late 1890's, the most important source of 

English wheat imports. The wheat economies of Canada, Argentina, India 

and Australia did not make their impact on the world wheat economy to any 

great extent until very late in the period. Russian wheat, along with 

that of eastern Europe, played a less significant role by way of additions 

to the world wheat market in the period under discussion. 

A considerable number of statistical series appear in the text. 

Perhaps the heaviest use of statistical material is found in the first 

part of the work dealing with the growth of the world wheat economy 

and in the later part dealing with wages, income, rent, etc. The 

statistics found in the early part of the thesis are generally accepted 

by scholars of the pariod. The statistics found in the second portion 

of the thesis, however, appear to be the source of much dispute. 

Authorities, whatever their opinion as to the usefulness of these series, 



do agree that the basic problem is a lack of adequate date for prepara

tion of good series. Be that as it may, I have chosen those series 

that are most often used by scholars of the period and which seem to be 

generally accepted as reasonable approximations of the condition being 

measured. The statistical series dealing with wheat are generally 

acknowledged to be of considerable accuracy. Those series dealing with 

national income, wage shares, etc. are not so widely accepted. In the 

latter case I have selected series which appear to be based on the 

greatest amount of data and which employ the most modern statistical 

devices. 



CHAPTER II 

THE OUTER WHEAT ECONOMY 

Regions of Recent Settlement 

The nineteenth century witnessed the rapid growth of international 

trade. Professor Nurkse has pointed out that international trade, in 

real volume, increased tenfold between 1850 and 1913, twice as fast as 

7 
world production. The share of the tropical areas in this increase 

was minor. Most of the growth in international trade, particularly 

with Britain, can be accounted for by the new countries. According to 

Professor Nurkse, "they were high-income countries from the start: 

8 
effective markets as well as efficient producers." 

The growth of the 'regions of recent settlement' required, of 

course, capital. Of these regions, the United States was perhaps 

best suited to receive large and continuing capital flows from England. 

Of the capital invested abroad by English investors, "roughly two-thirds 

went to the so-called 'regions of recent settlment' . . . the spacious, 

fertile and virtually empty plains of Canada, the United States, 

Argentina, Australia and other 'new' countries in the world's temperate 

9 
latitudes." This is in comparison with roughly one-third of the British 

foreign investments outstanding in 1870. The share of the United States 

in total British foreign investment outstanding remained roughly . . 

constant at about one-fifth while that of the other new countries 

^Ragnar Nurkse, Equilibrium and Growth in the World Economy: 
Economic Essays, eds. Gottfried Haberler and Robert M. Stern (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1961), p. 243. 

8lbid. 

9 
Ibid., p. 135. 
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shoots up from about 10 per cent in 1870 to 45 per cent in 1913." l'iw 

The United States and Argentina taken together account for more than 

11 half of that total. 

This capital flow to regions of recent settlement was supplemented 

by the migration of large numbers of British and European people. 

During the nineteenth century roughly sixty million people entered 

12 
one or the other of these regions. Professor North holds that 

. . .  i t  w a s  t h e  n a t u r a l  r e s o u r c e  w e a l t h  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  
West that served as the fundamental determinant of our 
extensive growth in attracting capital and labor; it was 
the rich quality of the land that gave America such a 
substantial share of this vast international movement of 
people and capital during this century.""' 

It was undoubtedly the need for primary products and the induce

ment of large profit that brought British investment to these new 

lands, particularly to the United States. Professor G. M« Meier 

points out that 

Most of Britain's foreign investment was concentrated in 
the borrowing country's primary producing export industries, 
being directed to a much lesser extent to "public works" 
and the installation of capital assets of all kinds. Plan
tations and mines producing for export, land companies and 
railways for export producing areas to seaports claimed the 
major share of British foreign investment during the eighties 
and ninties.^ ' 

^Ibid., p. 287. 

11lbid., p. 140. 

12Ibid., p. 135. 

13 D. C. North., "International Capital Flows and the Development 
of the American WestJournal of Economic History, Vol. XVI, No. 4 
(December, 1956), 494. 

14 G. M. Meier, "Long Period Determinants of Britain's Terms of 
Trade, 1880-1913," Review of Economic Studies, Vol. XX, No. 52 (1953), 
12. 
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Professor Nurkse estimates that of the total investments going to 

regions of recent settlement, . . well over half of Britain's 

external investment before 1914 went into railway construction," and 

that "... overseas railways investment became predominant from about 

15 
1870 onwards." 

To give some indication of the extent to which British interests 

were centered in the United States, Professor 0. 0. Winther, using the 

register for businesses located abroad found at Bush House, London, 

estimated that ". . . approximately fifteen hundred British companies 

were organized to carry on business in the trans-Mississippi West, 

1865-1900" and that "... the 55,160 English living in the trans-

Mississippi West in 1860 increased to 144,762 by the end of the 

16 
century. 

It was largely the need for sources of primary products, inspired 

by the rapid growth in the 'center', that motivated the flow of capital 

and people to these regions of recent settlement. Thus it is that 

Professor Nurkse could say that 

economic progress in these areas was due not to international 
specialization alone but also to the fact that the rapid 
growth which was taking place in the center was transmitted 
to the outlying new countries through'a vigorous increase in 
demand for primary products. This was perhaps the most spec
tacular feature of nineteenth-century trade.'' 

i"" Nurkse, p. 140. 

16 
0. 0. Winther, "Promoting the American West in England, 1865-

1890," Journal of Economic History, Vol. XVI, No. 4 (December, 1956), 
p. 513. 

^Nurkse, p. 286. 
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Growth of Railroads and Water Transportation 

The desire of the 'center' for primary products of the outlying 

regions could not be satiated until adequate transportation facilities 

existed. As noted above, over half of Britain's external investment 

before 1914 was to go into railway construction. The mushrooming of 

international trade during this period was paralleled by the rapid in

crease in railroad mileage and the improved nature of water transport. 

Professor Ashworth has pointed out that the "revolutionary improvement 

in the efficiency of transport was an essential element in the 

achievement of great productive expansion. SUch an improvement was 

brought about mainly by applying mechanical power to the movement of 

18 
men and goods." Railway construction, according to Professor Usher 

. . .marks both phases in the transformation of the world 
economy. First, limitation of major commodity movement to the 
maritime fringe of the continents had come to an end. Hence
forth, the deep interiors of the continent were definitely open to 
the world market for all classes of commodities. Secondly, 
specialization in economic activity was carried to new lengths. 
The great interior grasslands were opened up to specialized 
production of small grains.x 

Generally speaking, early American railroads were built in the 

settled eastern portion of the country to meet immediate demands. 

Western railroads, on the other hand, were built while the area was 

still economically undeveloped and sparsely inhabited. Professor Ash

worth points out that "... there could be no strong effective de

mand for transport until the land was settled, but settlement on a 

18 ! 
William Ashworth, A Short History of the International Economy, 

1850-1950 (London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1952), p. 62. 

^Abbott Payson Asher, "Man Molds the World," The Challenge of 
Our Times, eds. Farrington Daniels and Thomas M. Smith (Minneapolis: 
Burgess Publishing Co., 1953), pp. 111-112. 
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large scale was impossible until the railways provided easy access. 

Similarly, much of the new railroad construction in Canada, Argentina 

and India was in undeveloped and sparsely inhabited areas; that is, 

areas capable of yielding the primary products so desired by the 'center.1 

It was this "overshooting", so called by Professor Rostow, that 

characterized the railroad construction associated with the rapid 

growth in international trade. This tendency for transport lines 

to be built to areas capable of yielding primary products is well 

illustrated in the case of Argentina where "... the four principal 

wheat producing provinces, with an area of 21.32 per cent of the total 

area of the republic, contained in 1890 69.41 per cent of the total 

2i railway mileage. . ." Again, according to Professor Rostow, over

shooting ". . . arose from eras of war and/or of large-scale expansion 

TABLE I 

RAILWAY ROUTE MILEAGE, 1840-19303 

Area 1840 . 1870 1900 1930 

World 4,772 130,361 490,974 795,213 
North America 2,954 56,106 223,454 219,100 
Europe 1,818 65,192 176,179 261,545 
Asia 5,086 37,470 82,487 
South America 1,770 26,450 58,809 
Africa 1,110 12,499 42,450 
Australia 1,097 14,922 30,822 

a 
Ashworth, William. A Short History of the International Economy, 

1850-1950. New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1952, p. 63. 

20 Ashworth, p. 65. 

"^Robert R. Kuczynski, "Freight-Rates on Argentine and North Ameri
can Wheat," Journal of Political Economy, Vol X, (June, 1902), p. 339. 

•? 
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in capacity for raw materials and foodstuffs, usually connected with 

22 
the opening up of new areas.11 

Table I provides the figures on the growth in railway route mileage 

from 1840 to 1930. The most significant figures are those covering 

the period 1870 to 1900. It will be noted that the world mileage 

increased almost fourfold; that of North America almost fourfold; that 

of Europe more than doubled; that of Asia increased sevenfold; South 

America increased over twelvefold; Africa increased over tenfold; 

and Australia increased about fourteenfold. In the case of Asia, South 

America, Africa and Austra lia this growth was especially significant 

considering the paucity of railway mileage existing in 1870. 

TABLE II 

RAILROAD MILEAGE BY HALF-DECADES3 

Year Mileage in Operation • Average Yearly Increase 

1860 30,626 892 
1865 35,085 3,567 
1870 52,922 4,235 
1875 74,096 3,850 
1880 93,296 7,013 
1885 128,363 7,875 
1890 167,741 7,855 

aTilden, Arnold. The Legislation of the Civil-War Period Con
sidered as a Basis of the Agricultural Revolution in the United States. 
Los Angeles: The University of Southern California Press, 1937, p. 68. 

Turning to the United States, Table II gives figures on railroad 

mileage by half-decades from 1860 to 1890 as well as the average yearly 

22w. W. Rostow, The Process of Economic Growth (New York: W. W. 
Norton & Co., 1962), p. 129. 
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increase. It will be noted that the most significant yearly increases 

occurred after 1875. In large measure this reflects the completion of 

railway construction started in the post-Civil War period. The Union 

Pacific and Gentral Pacific, for instance, did not complete construction 

until 1869 although they were chartered in 1862. By 1869 work had 

begun on the Kansas- Pacific, the North Pacific and the Atlantic and 

Pacific. Professor Ashworth points out that ". . . in the next few 

years other trans-continental lines, the South Pacific and the Texas 

and Pacific, were constructed, and by 1884 the Rockies could be reached 

23 by seven different railway routes in the United States or Canada.". 

Of more importance than the absolute rate of growth of railroad 

mileage in the United States was the direction of the growth. Table III 

provides figures on the growth of railroad mileage in the United States 

by region or state. The opening up of the Dakotas, Kansas, Nebraska 

and Iowa was to provide more rapid and efficient transportation to 

the bulky grains of these regions. Professor Taylor and Neu note that 

at the outbreak of the Civil War "... bulky products such as lead 

from the Galena mines or corn and wheat from the upper Mississippi 

Valley and the old Northwest continued to move for the most part by 

water, chiefly via the Great Lakes, the Erie Canal and the Hudson River." 

Yet by 1874, 

the great bulk of grain was reaching Boston directly from the 
West in through cars. By 1889 the fast freight lines had at 
their command some 60,000 cars, most of which were engaged in 

23 Ashworth, p. 66. 

24 
George Rogers Taylor and Krene D. Neu, The American Railroad 

Network. 1861-1890 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1956), 
p. 56. 



TABLE III 

RAILROAD MILEAGE IN THE UNITED STATESa 

1860 1870 1880 1890 

United States 30,626 52,922 93,267 163,597 
Old Northwest 9,583 14,701 25,109 36,924 
West North Central 1,472 8,046 19,094 38,354 
Mountain 1,466 5,082 12,676 
Pacific 23 1,084 2,992 7,567 
Minnesota 1,092 3,151 5,466 
Iowa . , 655 2,683 5,400 8,356 
North Dakota 65 1,225 1,941 
South Dakota (included above) 2,486 
Nebraska 705 1,953 5,295 
Kansas 1,501 • 3,400 8,806 
Montana 106 2,181 
Washington 289 1,783 
Oregon 159 508 1,428 
California 23 925 •2,195 4,356 

uTilden, Arnold. The Legislation of the Civil-War Period Considered 
as a Basis of the Agricultural Revolution in the United States. Los 
Angeles: The University of Southern California Press, 1937, p. 141. 
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hauling grain from the West. During the following decade the 
railroads took away virtually all grain traffic from even the 
Erie Canal."2-* 

With the development of the railroads came other institutional 

and tertiary changes that were to facilitate the shipment of grains 

in particular. Thorstein Veblen has observed that 

The method of bulking graded grain, together with the 
consequent development of railroad-owned grain elevators 
at New York, had an immediate effect, not only in facilitating 
handling and giving a definite and universal standard of 
quotations, but also in reducing the expense, and consequently 
the charges of handling as well as the number and amounts of 
commissions and other like local charges. The period 1873-82 
includes, also, the adoption and development of the system 
of railroad elevators at New York. This development of 
terminal facilities during the period reduced the total charges 
on grain received by rail in New York and delivered to ocean-
going vessels from 4 to 5 cents to about 1 1/3 cents a bushel. 

In addition came ". ... regular issuing of through bills of lading, 

27 
commercial instruments which were largely unknown before I860." 

Yet it was largely the relative speed•and convenience of the fast 

freights that were to divert the grains from water to all-rail routes. 

Thus the Eastern states as well as Western Europe and England were 

open to the American wheat farmer as a market for his crop. 

At the same time that railroad mileage was expanding and overland 

shipment of bulky goods being reduced in cost, parallel developments 

were taking place in ocean freight rates. The extent of the decline 

in ocean freight rates can be seen in Table IV. Unfortunately these 

statistics are not carried back any further than 1884. Yet they do 

25Ibid., p. 75. 

96 
Thorstein B. Veblen, "The Price of Wheat Since 1867," Journal of 

Political Economy, I (December, 1892 - September, 1893), p. 89. 

^Taylor, p. 74. 



TABLE IV 

DECLINE IN PRICES AND IN OCEAN FREIGHT RATESa,b 

Item 1884 

Price 

1903 Decline 

Freight Rates 

1884 1903 Decline 

Percent Freight 
Decline is of 
Fall in Price 

Corn (d. per bu.) 35.34 29.88 5.40 3.51 1.40 2.05 37.5 

Sugar (d. per bu.) 310.2 166.8 143.4 42.5 24.0 18,5 12.8 

Jute (S. per ton) 282,2 269.6 12.6 37.5 19.38 18.12 143.0 

Wool (d. per lb.) 8.5 8.25 .25 0.625 0.375 0.25 100.0 

Rice (S. per ton) 153.33 145.0 8.33 38.92 22.08 16.83 202.0 

(1885) (1889) (1885) (1889) 
Mutton (d. per lb.) 4.3/4 2.5/8 2.1/8 3.1/2 1.5/8 1.7/8 88.0 

3 
Prices are average unit value. Freight rates are inward ocean freight rates from New York (corn), 

Java (sugar), Calcutta (jute), New Zealand (wool), and Rangoon (rice). 

^Ellsworth, P. T. "The Terms of Trade Between Primary Producing and Industrial Countries," Inter-
American Economic Affairs, Vol. 10 (1956-57), p. 56. 



18 

provide a general notion of the extent to which the decline in prices 

during this period were a function of the decline in ocean freight 

rates. Of the total decline in prices, that percentage attributable 

to lower freight rates for corn is 37.5 per cent; for sugar, 12.8 per 

cent; for jute, 142.0 per cent; for wool, 100.0 per cent; for rice, 202.0 

per cent and for mutton, 88.0 per cent. 

TABLE V 

UNITED KINGDOM INWARD FREIGHT3 
(1900-100) 

1876-1880 184 
1881-1885 143 
1886-1890 106 
1891-1895 86 
1897-1900 89 
1901-1905 67 
1906-1910 68 

3 
Ellsworth, P. T. "The Terms of Trade Between Primary Producing 

and Industrial Countries." Inter-American Economic Affairs, Vol. X 
(1956-57), p. 53. 

Table V shows the decline in the United Kingdom inward freight for the 

period 1876 to 1910. It can be seen that during this entire period 

the inward freight rate, using 1900 as a base year, declined by roughly 

66 per cent. The top portion of Graph I presents the annual average 

freight rates on wheat in cents per bushel. It will be noted that 

the freight rate on wheat was reduced throughout the period under 

consideration, the greatest reductions being carried out by 1882, 

except in the case of steam transport from New York to Liverpool which 
» 

continued a steady decline until 1888. 

/ 
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Professor North has pointed out that 

. . .  i t  w a s  w a t e r  t r a n s p o r t  i n  w h i c h  t h e  b u l k  s h i p m e n t  o f  
commodities began, and it was the development of ocean ship
ping that was an integral aspect of the growing economic 
interdependence of the western world, the opening up of the 
undeveloped continents, and the promotion of the settlement 
of the 'empty lands.' The declining cost of ocean transpor
tation was a process of widening the resource base of the 
western x^orld. The agriculture of new countries was stimu
lated, the spectre of famine as a result of crop failure re
duced, and the raw materials were provided for industriali
zation.*-^ 

The decline in transport costs was to result in a rise in the expected 

return on the export commodity. This, in turn, would serve to induce 

further immigration of labour and capital. In this way the economic 

growth of the 'center' came to be transmitted to the 'regions of 

recent settlement.1 

Wheat Production 

Coupled with lowering transportation costs and more rapid trans

port, was a revolution in farm technology and output. This was particu

larly true in the case of the United States. 

Dr. Rasmussen points out that "» . . rapid change from manpower 

to animal power, which characterized the first agricultural revolution 

centering around the Civil War, had been foreshadowed by a series of 

29 
inventions of particular importance in growing grain." Some of the 

more significant innovations that were to mark the transition from 

man to animal power were as follows: 1833, John Land put metal over 

Douglass North, "Ocean Freight Rates and Economic Development," 
Journal of Economic History, Vol. XVIII, No. 4 (December, 1958), p. 537. 

29 
W. P. Rasmussen, "The Impact of Technological Change on American 

Agriculture, 1862-1962," Journal of Economic History, Vol. XXII (December, 
1962), p. 579. 
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the moldboard of plows and in 1837 John Deere did the same and manu

factured plows with wrought iron moldboards and steel shares, turning 

out 10,000 annually by 1857; 1830 to 1860 witnessed the development of 

the mechanical reaper with Cyrus H. McCormick, by 1851, a dominant 

figure; 1858 the March harvester made the binding of grain easier; 

and by the late sixties threshing machines and some combines were being 

used. By 1860 each stage in the growing of grain was amenable to 

the use of horse-drawn machinery. 

The rapid pace at which the American farmer, particularly those 

engaged in the growing of wheat and other grains, adopted the new 

machines is illustrated by growth in the value of farm machinery. 

Professor Tilden points out that 

Beginning in 1860, the value of farm machinery manufactured 
in the U.S. rose rapidly. In that year $20,831,904 worth 
of farm machinery were manufactured. Ten years later the 
value of the yearly production had increased to $42,653,500. 
In 1880 it had grown to $68,640,486, and by 1890 to $81,271,651. 
In the same length of time the total value of farm machinery in 
use had increased from $246,118,000 to $494,247,000, most of 
this increase being in the great grain states of the North 
Central section. There the increase was from $72,817,000 in 
1860 to $232,225,000 in 1890. 

Tilden also provides further evidence of the rapid assimilation 

of machinery in the production of crops by comparing the growth of 

production with the growth in population and the percentage of population 

engaged in agriculture. 

The increase in production and the proportional decrease 
in the supply of labor needed to handle the yearly crop 
are seen in the reports of the Census of 1860 and following 
years. In 1860, with a total population of 31,443,321, the 
U.S. produced 1,242,159,398 bushels of grain. Ten years 
later, with a population of 38,558,371, they produced 

Arnold Tilden, The Legislation of the Civil-War Period Considered 
as a Basis of the Agricultural Revolution in the United States, ("Uni
versity of Southern California: School of Research Studies," No. 15; 
"Social Science Series," No. 18; Los Angeles: University of Southern 
California Press, 1937), p. 97. 
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1,388,525,403 bushels of grain. In 1880 the production of 
grain reached 2,699,415,572 while the population increased 
to 50,155,783, and in 1890, 3,521,960,086 bushels of grain 
with a population of 62,622,250 . . . Not only did the pro
duction of food stuffs increase fas.ter than the population, 
but the percentage employed in agriculture decreased rapidly. 
The Census of 1860 . . . reports that 47.6 per cent of all 
those people above 10 years of age engaged in useful 
occupations were engaged in agriculture. Ten years later 
only 44.3 per cent were engaged in agriculture, while in 
1890 the percentage had shrunk to 37.7, a decrease of al
most 10 per cent of the total population in twenty years. 

Rasmussen demonstrates the effect of machinery on production of 

wheat by computing the man-hours per acre, the yield per acre, and the 

man-hours per 100 bushel of wheat. Table- VI illustrates the dramatic 

decline in man-hour requirements to produce 100 bushels of wheat 

between 1840 and 1880, the figures respectively being 233 and 152. 

The drop in man-hours per acre between 1840 and 1880 is equally 

dramatic, the respective figures being 35 and 20. It will be noticed 

that the yield per acre remains reasonably constant, demonstrating 

that the greatly increased production in wheat during this period 

is attributable to the opening of new lands and not to greater yields 

per acre of land in wheat. 

Changes were also taking place in the processing of wheat that 

were to facilitate storage: 

The phenomenal growth in the use of production machinery 
was equalled by that of processing machinery. The most 
important example of the latter is the so-called "New 
Process" of milling wheat. By this method, consisting 
of numerous rollers set at different degrees of closeness, 
spring wheat could be milled as evenly, and to much better 
advantage than winter wheat. Not only did the new process 
remove the bran, but it also removed the heart of the grain, 
making it possible to store the milled flour for long 
periods without the danger of its spoiling. This single 

"Ibid., pp. 98-99. 



TABLE VI , 

FIELD CROPS: MAN-HOURS PER UNIT OF PRODUCTION AND RELATED FACTORS FOR SELECTED CROPS, 
1800-1959a 

About About About About 1910- 1920- 1930- 1940- 1950- 1955-
Item (Wheat) 1800 1840 1880 1900 1914 1924 1934 1944 1954 1959 

Man-Hours Per Acre 56 35 20 15 15 12 9 8 5 4 

Yield Per Acre (Bu.) 15 15 13 14 15 14 14 17 17 22 

Man-Hours Per 100 Bu. 373 233 152 108 106 90 70 44 27 18 

aRasmussen, W. "Impact of Technological Change on American Agriculture, 1862-1962," Journal of 
Economic History, 22:578-99, (December, 1962), p. 583. 
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discovery opened the whole of the Dakotas as well as 
Minnesota to settlement, and greatly increased the grain 
production of the nation.-^" 

As storage was facilitated by the "New Process" and with wheat 

shipments being larger and passing from west to east more rapidly, 

grain elevator systems became necessary, particularly in Chicago and 

New York. Guy E. Lee gives an indication of the significance of the 

Chicago grain elevator system to the development of the wheat market: 

Without this elevator system it would have been impossible 
to handle the quantities of grain coming to Chicago after 
the advent of railroads in 1848. As early as the winter 
of 1861-62 the elevators were holding more than six million 
bushels for the opening of lake navigation, always an 
important outlet and almost the only one for another decade. 
It was always necessary to have a vast reserve of storage 
space, for, prior to 1875, practically all grain went into 
store, and even in 1880, 80 per cent was so handled. The 
rapid development of through rail services took place in 
the 1880s. Not only was space a necessity to the traders, 
but it enabled cars from the west to unload and carriers 
from the east to obtain loads without delay. To meet these 
needs, the storage space of four million bushels in 1858 nearly 
doubled during each succeeding decade until the total 
capacity was thirty million bushels in 1888." ' 

However the contribution of the grain elevator system was not to 

storage space alone: The contribution to speed was equally as great. 

In the 1840's it would take an Irish crew, using boxes and baskets, 

a whole day to loan seven thousand bushels of wheat into a single 

ship. One decade later this same amount of work could be done in an 

hour with the labor of only one man. Once the principle of the elevator 

had been discovered, increasing the elevator speed by making stronger 

belts, more numerous and larger baskets, and utilizing more power 

to drive the belts was a simple matter. By 1885 the schooner 'Golden 

32 » • 
Ibid., pp. 97-98. 

. 33 
G. E. Lee, "The Historical Significance of the Chicago Grain 

Elevator System," Agricultural History, XI (January, 1937), p. 20. 
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Age1 could be filled with 94,780 bushels of corn in two hours and 

*3 / 
twenty minutes. These gains in speed and efficiency were of great 

advantage in handling a seasonal crop when the labor costs were high. 

Perhaps the most significant contribution on the grain elevators 

system was the development of ". . . huge quantities of uniform ware-

35 house receipts based on a definite quantity and grade." " The use of 

receipts in this manner was, of course, very old, but the use of 

such receipts based on a standard known to a large market group 

developed as a direct product of the Chicago elevator system. Lee 

points out that "... grades were first indicated on the receipts 

at Chicago in 1857. The practice spread to other markets and became 

3 6 the keystone of a spectacular, world wide market structure.'"* 

These developments in transportation, technology and storage 

facilities were to permit the rapid expansion of wheat acreage and 

production in the United States. There were, of course, factors other 

than the promise of good farm opportunities that were to account for 

the settlement of the wheat growing areas. In some instances, as in 

the case of the immigration of the Mennonite settlers and the intro

duction of hard red winter wheat in Kansas, railway land offices 

37 
were responsible for settlement. On the demand side, the effects 

of the Civil War in promoting the Agricultural Revolution in the 

34Ibid., p. 21. 

35t, . , lb id. 

• '•* lb id. 

37 J Hugh P. Coultis, Introduction and Development of Hard Red 
Winter Wheat in Kansas, The 15th Biennial Report of the Kansas State 
Board of Agriculture for 1905 and 1906 (Topeka: Kansas State Board 
of Agriculture, 1907), p. 946. 
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United States would certainly be a significant factor. The Homestead 

Act, as well as railroad grants, was to open up vast areas of virgin 

38 land to exploitation*. Whatever factors one would isolate for 

consideration of the westward expansion, and more particularly 

the Agricultural Revolution in the United States, it was largely 

the developments in transportation and storage facilities that were 

to permit the development of a world wheat market and that would 

permit the large exports of wheat from the United States to England 

beginning in the 1870's. 

Graph II shows the annual growth in acreage and production of 

wheat in the United States. It is to be noted that the greatest growth 

in the production of wheat occurred from roughly 1876 to 1880. This 

coincides with the fact that the largest increase in acreage was also "during 

these years. Graph III indicates that most of this increase in acreage 

took place in lands west of the Mississippi River.^ 

One of the very striking features to be noticed in Graph II is 

the large fluctuation in wheat acreage and production after 1880. Some 

of this fluctuation can be accounted for by conditions in the international 

wheat market, particularly the English demand for wheat imports. This 

facet of production will be discussed in a later chapter dealing with 

the importation of wheat into England. Let it be sufficient to note 

that the greatest increase in wheat acreage and production in the United 

States occurs when the English and European wheat crops were the poorest 

and the international demand for wheat was the greatest. 

38 1 
Tilden, p. 109. 

39 
Professors Schmidt and Shannon call attention to the fact that 

the overwhelming proportion of this increase in acreage was the opening 
up of the mid-western and western wheat states, particularly Kansas. 



"Veblen, Thorstein B. "The Price of Wheat Since 1867." The Journal of Political Economy, 
Vol. 1 (December, 1892), p. 91. 



GRAPH III 

ACREAGE OF WHEAT IN THE UNITED STATES3 

(The dark,section represents acreage East of the Mississippi, the 
light section shows the acreage West of that River) 
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"Crawford, k. F. "An-Inquiry into Wheat Prices and Wheat Supply."-
Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, Vol. LVIII (March, 1895), 
pp. 75-112. 



In Table VII it will be noted that the annual wheat exports of the 

United States from 1876 to 1894 fell below 100,000,000 imp. bu. in only a few 

years and for the most part the annual export of wheat exceeded 100,000,000. 

This contrasts sharply with the preceding years beginning, say, with 

1869 when the net exports never reached 100,000,000. Although the 

significance of the large volume of exports in the late seventies and 

early eighties and again in the early ninties is reserved for a later 

chapter, suffice it to say that these years marked exceptional crops 

in the United States, coupled with very poor crops in England. 

With regard to the other sources of English wheat imports, their 

influence on the world wheat market, by comparison with the influence 

of the United States, was slight during this period. 

Table VIII provides the relevant figures on Russian wheat acreage, 

production and exports. Although Russia maintained the position of 

second most important source of wheat imports for England during this 

period, her exports did not increase significantly when compared with 

those of the United States or other new regions. Although Russian 

exports, particularly to England, did increase markedly during the 

late eighties and mid-ninties, Russia was rather severely hampered 

in her ability to increase production or exports. Exports came chiefly 

from the south and southeast portions of Russia where spring wheat 

was grown by peasant cultivators. These peasants used their holdings, 

in the first instance, for production of food for the family. Only 

when this object had been secured did they plant wheat. The cultivation 

of the soil was, compared to that in the United1 States, poor, and the 

holdings rather small. Transit facilities were very poor and the 



TABLE VII 

WHEAT EXPORT FROM THE UNITED STATES, 1876-1894a 
(IMPERIAL BUSHELS) 

1876-77 55,433 000 
1877-78 89,267 000 
1878-79 143,017 000 
1879-80 175,035 000 
1880-81 180,676 000 
1881-82 118,081 000 
1882-83 145,268 000 
1883-84 108,256 000 
1884-85 128,661 000 
1885-86 91,689 000 
1886-87 149,265 000 
1887-88 115,948 000 
1888-89 86,425 000 
1889-90 106,165 000 
1890-91 103,031 000 
1891-92 218,292 000 
1892-93 115,932 000 
1893-94 95,743 000 

"Crawford, R. F. "An Inquiry into Wheat Prices and Wheat Supply," 
Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, Vol. 58 (March, 1895), p. 103. 



TABLE VIII 

WHEAT ACREAGE, PRODUCTION AND EXPORTS OF RUSSIA* 

Year Acreage Production Exports 

Acres Bushels Bushels 

1868 _ — 

1869 - - - - 38 201,000 
1870 _ _  217,096,250 57 898,000 
1871 69 158,000 
1872 28,743,390 157,938,000 59 087,000 
1873 - - 41 743,000 
1874 _ _  48 737,000 
1875 145,192,000 57 172,000 
1876 28,604,000 56 419,000 
1877 Average - - 53 132,000 
1878 73 to 79 — 105 760,000 
1879 116,117,000 85 028,000 
1880 - - - - 38 048,000 
1881 28,947,011 - - 50 355,000 
1882 _ _  — 78 636,000 
1883 212,130,000 85 598,000 
1884 28,882,440 258,562,000 69 951,000 
1885 Average 172,378,000 95 428,000 
1886 83 to 87 155,403,000 54 126,000 
1887 269,085,000 80 385,000 
1888 286,476,000 130 822,000 
1889 172,910,000 117 176,000 
1890 — 206,329,000 111 614,000 
1891 _ _  163,475,000 118 295,000 
1892 32,633,000 234,035,000 50 718,000 
1893 32,583,000 358,667,000 93 694,000 

'Crawford, R. F. "An Inquiry into Wheat Prices and Wheat Supply," 
Journal of Royal Statistical Society, 58:75-120 (March, 1895), p. 104. 

! 
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majority of the grain was transported on canals and rivers, thus 

limiting the cultivation of wheat for export to areas in the neighbor-

40 
hood of navigable rivers. 

Table IX gives the quantity of wheat exported from India from 

1877 to 1892. The northwestern privinces of the Punjab were the major 

source of wheat for export, all other wheat growing areas being 

inadequately connected to seaports by any transit system. The great 

famine of 1877, 1878, and 1879 in India restrained the quantity of 

export of Indian wheat, but recovery permitted a sharp increase from 

2,202,000 hundredweights for 1880 to over 22,000,000 hundredweights 

in 1887. However the quantity of exports was not, excepting the 

year 1892, to reach that figure again during the period under study 

That is to say, India did not become a major source of wheat supply 

for England, although her exports to England did fluctuate in quantity 

according to the condition of the English yield in different years. 

Part of the explanation for the closeness with which the Indian wheat 

exports to England follow the condition of the English wheat crop is 

found in the organization of India's export trade in grain. Professor 

Ellstaetter points out that 

The great English firms have their offices at the principal 
markets in the interior of the great empire, and when the 
merchant cables from the metropolitan corn exchange in Mark 
Lane the quotation of wheat to his agent at Juppulpore or 
Caumpore, this agent, on the basis of the railway and ocean 

R. F. Crawford, "An Inquiry into Wheat Prices and Wheat Supply," 
Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, Vol. 58 (March, 1895), 
p. 91. 

t 
41 
K. Ellstaetter, "Exportation of Wheat from India," Journal of 

Political Economy, Vol. II (September, 1884), p. 577. 



TABLE IX 

EXPORTS OF WHEAT FROM INDIA3 

Year Ending Quantity in Value in Average Rate 
31st of March 1,000 Hundred 1,000 Rx. of Exchange 

weights s d 

1877 5,587 1,958 1 8.51 
1878 6,373 2,874 1 8.79 
1879 1,057 520 1 7.79 
1880 2,202 1,124 1 7.96 
1881 7,444 3,278 1 7.96 
1882 19,901 8,870 1 •7.89 
1883 14,194 6,089 1 7.52 
1884 21,001 8,896 1 7.54 
1885 15,851 6,316 1 7.31 
1886 21,069 8,005 1 6.25 
1887 22,264 8,626 1 5.44 
1888 13,538 5,562 1 4.90 
1889 17,610 7,523 1 4.38 
1890 13,799 5,791 1 • 4.57 
1891 14,320 6,042 1 6.09 
1892 30,303 14,380 1 4.73 

"Hllstaetter, Karl. "Exportation of Wheat From India," Journal 
of Political Economy, 2:576-81. 

t 
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freights as well as the rates of exchange, can,immediately 
compute how much he ought to pay the zamindar 

Argentina failed to be a significant exporter of wheat until the 

late eighties and into the nineties. During the eighties "the combined 

exports of wheat and wheat flour from Argentina were still surpassed 

43 
by those from Austria-Hungary, Rumania, Canada and British India." 

It was not until the late 1880's, after the Baring Crises, that 

Argentina developed into an exporter of wheat, largely exporting- to 

England. It was the transformation of the Argentine economy from one 

predominantly pastoral to one partly pastoral and partly agricultural 

that brought about this changing role of Argentina in the world wheat 

economy. Professor Ferns points out that "... railways, wire fencing 

and mechanical reapers and threshers made possible the conversion of the 

Pampas from pasture to arable, and British capital helped finance 

44 
the conversion." Completion of the first lines of the Central 

Argentina Railway, the Buenos Aires, and the Great Southern railways 

in the early 1870's, made possible the development of an export sector 

in agricultural products. Whereas in 1880 the wheat acreage of Argentina 

amounted to about 300,000 acres, the acreage in 1891 was roughly 

3,000,000 and by 1895 it was 5,000,000 acres. Most of this acreage 

was limited to a few districts where rail lines from the sea to the 

interior had been constructed; primarily the four provinces of Santa Fe, 

^2lbid., p. 579. 

£3 'Kuczynski, Journal of Political Economy, Vol. X, p. 337. 
i 

44 
H. S. Ferns, "Investment and Trade Between Britain and Argentina 

in the 19th Century," Economic History Review. Vol. Ill, No. 2 (1950), 
p. 216. 
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Entre Rios, Buenos Aires and Cordoba. These four provinces had an 

area "... equal to 21.23 per cent of the total area of the republic" 

and "contained 96.80 per cent of the total wheat acreage; Santa Fe 

alone, with an area of about 4% per cent of the total area, contained 

one half of the acreage."4^ 

However, Argentine wheat was not a significant force on the world 

wheat market or in English wheat imports until the late nineties. Once 

Argentina seriously entered the world wheat market she rose to a 

position in 1902 of second only to the United States as a source of 

46 wheat imports into England. By this time 80 per cent of total English 

consumption was fairly evenly divided between five counties, rather 

than the situation in the eighties and nineties when roughly fifty 

per cent of the total consumption was derived from United States exports. 

These export figures on Argentine wheat and wheat flour are found in 

Table X. 

Canadian wheat exports, much as those of Argentina, were not very 

significant until after the nineties. In fact, "Canada was on an import 

basis for wheat and flour from 1868 to 1878."^' Canada did have an 

excess of exports for a few years in the eighties, notably in 1883 

and 1888, but it was not until the nineties that she developed any sig

nificant export market and that was primarily in England. Table XI gives 

£+JR. R. Kuczynski, "Wheat Growing in Argentina," Journal of Political 
Economy, Vol. X (March, 1902), p. 268. 

Kuczynski, Journal of Political Economy. Vol. X, p. 333. 

47 1 
'H. Michell, "Notes on Prices of Agricultural Commodities in 

the United States and Canada," Canadian Journal of Economic and Political 
Science, Vol. I (May, 1935), p. 273. 



TABLE X 

EXPORT OF WHEAT AND WHEAT FLOUR FROM ARGENTINA, 
1876-19012 

Wheat in Wheat Flour in 
Years 1,000 Bushels 1,000 Barrels 

1876 1 4 
1877 7 2 
1878 94 34 
1879 94 17 
1880 43 16 
1881 6 14 
1882 63 6 
1883 • 2,232 54 
1884 3,987 42 
1885 2,884 84 
1886 1,391 59 
1887 8,740 57 
1888 6,574 72 
1889 838 38 
1890 12,048 135 
1891 14,534 79 
1892 17,273 212 
1892 37,043 427 
1894 59,093 450 
1895 37,121 607 
1896 19,547 582 
1897 3,742 466 
1898 23,705 359 
1899 62,904 669 
1900 70,903 574 
1901 33,227 807 

aKurzynski, Robert R. "Freight Rates on Argentina and North 
American Wheat," Journal of Political Economy, 10:333-360 (June, 1902), 
p. 336. t 



TABLE XI 

WHEAT SUPPLIES AND EXPORT OF WHEAT FROM CANADAa 

Years Acreage Production Net Imports Net Exports 

Acres Bushels Bushels Bushels 

1868 .. 102,000 
1869 — - - ... 2,939,000 
1870 _ _  - - 2,419,000 - -

1871 _ _  10,095,000 
1872 - - 792,000 
1873 _ _  _ _  1,639,000 
1874 - - - - - - 4,952,000 
1875 - - - - _ _  1,154,000 
1876 - - _ _  _ _  3,609,000 
1877 _ _  - - 2,393,000 - -

1878 - - _ _  - - 3,697,000 
1879 _ _  6,327,000 
1880 - - _ _  _ _  6,890,000 
1881 2,342,000 32,350,000 _ _  3,078,000 
1882 1,775,000 40,951,000 5,039,000 
1883 1,892,000 26,326,000 - - 6,897,000 
1884 1,893,000 41,501,000 1,987,000 _ _  

1885 2,042,000 37,597,000 — 273,000 
1886 1,848,000 33,310,000 - - 4,333,000 
1887 1,815,000 32,425,000 - - 7,360,000 
1888 1,194,000 20,284,000 — 3,431,000 
1889 1,844,000 25,901,000 554,000 _ _  

1890 2,068,000 36,617,000 424,000 - -

1891 2,277,000 55,776,000 _ _  3,081,000 
1892 2,494,000 43,237,000 - - 10,158,000 
1893 2,274,000 37,347,000 - — 10,553,000 

Crawford, R. F. "An Inquiry into Wheat Prices and Wheat Supply," 
Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 58:75-120 (March, 1895), p. 111. 
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information on the acreage, production, net imports and net exports of 

Canadian wheat. Canadian wheat exports were not to assume very signifi

cant dimensions until 1892 and 1893, and even then the portion of wheat 

imported into England that is represented by Canadian wheat did not 

reach 8 million hundredweights even by 1898. 

Some idea of the increase in the world wheat acreage during the 

period under consideration is provided by Professor Bear's calculations 

made in 1893. Using official figures of all the principal wheat-growing 

countries in the world,' Bear concluded that "... whereas in the ten 

years ending with 1880, the wheat area of the world had increased by 

about 22,000,000 acres, in the following decade it increased by only 

about 3,500,000 acres''^8 

Wheat Prices 

That this increase in the acreage, coupled with the improved and 

cheaper transport facilities, would seriously reduce the price of 

wheat was inevitable. The lower portion of Graph I gives the annual 

average price of wheat for Chicago, New York, Britain (no grade) and 

London (graded). The tendency for wheat prices to move in close accord 

in the United States and in Great Britain is accounted for by the revo

lution of the trans-Atlantic wheat market that has been described in the 

preceding pages. An international market had developed for a relatively 

homogeneous product and one would not expect prices to vary by more 

than the total costs of transportation across the Atlantic. It is 
» 

significant to the discussion of the English wheat farmer that the 

48 
William E. Bear, "The Agricultural Problem," Economic Journal, 

Vo. 3 (December, 1893), p. 570. -------
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price of wheat continued to fall, with minor exceptions .in 1876 and 

1877, throughout the period under investigation. This decline, 

however, was not restricted to wheat alone. Professor Michell points 

out that from 1883 to 1896 M. . . taking all commodities (agricultural), 

the general level of prices declined in the United States during this 

period 30 per cent; in Canada, 31 per cent; in Great Britain, according 

to the Sauerbeck index number, 31 per cent; and in Germany, 27 per 

„49 cent." 

Yet the most significant price series for this work would be that 

of wheat in England. Of the series that have been prepared, the 

annual average Gazette price of British wheat per quarter is the most 

frequently used. This series, extracting only the pertinent dates, 

is found in Table XII. The price of wheat, from 1873 to 1900, fell 

by roughly 50 per cent. It is also true, as shown in Graph IV, that 

food and raw materials in general tended to experience falling prices: 

towever none was to fall by as great an amount as was the price of 

wheat. Even the prices on other grains dropped less drastically than 

did wheat while meat and dairy products fell even less than the 

» ave rage prices for the period. The Second Royal Commission to study 

the agricultural situation estimated that 

between 1875 and 1894 the prices of farm products had decreased 
as follows: wheat, 52 per cent; barley, 37 per cent; oats, 34 
per cent; cattle, from 25 to 35 per cent; sheep, from 21 to 33 
per cent; wool, from 40 per cent up, according to the kind and 
quality; beef, from 24 to 40 per cent, according to the grade 
(poorer grades were reduced 40 per cent); mutton, 20 to 30 per 
cent; and dairy produce, by 33 per cent as a whole. 

49 
Michell, Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science, Vol. 

I, p. 273. 

50 
Raymond P. Stearns, "Agricultural Adaptation in England, 1875-

1900," Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 3 (July, 1932), p. 134. 



TABLE XII 

ANNUAL AVERAGE GAZETTE PRICE OF BRITISH WHEAT PER QUARTER3, 

1873 58/8 
1874 55/9 
1875 45/2 
1876 46/2 
1877 56/9 
1878 46/5 
1879 43/10 
1880 44/4 
1881 45/4 
1882 45/1 
1883 41/7 
1884 35/8 
1885 32/10 
1886 31/-

1887 32/6 
1888 31/10 
1889 29/9 
1890 31/11 
1891 37/-
1892 30/3 
1893 26/4 
1894 22/10 
1895 23/1 
1896 26/2 
1897 30/2 
1898 34/-
1899 25/8 
1900 26/11 

"Layton, Walter T. An Introduction to the Study of Prices. London: 
Macmillan and Co., 1912, p. 114. 



GRAPH IV 

SAUERBECK'S INDEX NUMBER FROM I860, DISTINGUISHING FOOD AND MATERIALS3 

a 
Layton, Walter T. An Introduction to the Study of Prices. (London: 

Macmillan and Co.; 1912), p. 120. 

§ 



However this fall in prices of the above items was not, except in 

the case of wheat, exceptional when the general tendency of all prices 

during this period is examined. The Jevons and Sauerbeck index of 

prices is found in Table XIII. Using 1900 as a base year, prices 

fell from 148 in 1873 to 80 in 1896. Thus the fall in prices of dairy 

produce, to select one of the more obvious examples, would be consider

ably less than the fall in prices in general and consequently it would 

be reasonable to assume that the income of the English dairy farmer 

was not seriously impaired during this period. The wheat farmer, 

on the other hand, would find that the price of his product had fallen 

by more than the general price decline noted during the period 1873 

to 1896. 

Thus the opening of the newer regions of recent settlement was to 

expand the arable portion of the metropolis under consideration. The 

rapid developments in internal transport, storage facilities, technology, 

and ocean transport opened up Western Europe and England as a major 

market for wheat exports, particularly from the United States. 

Not only was new land opened up for the production of wheat, but 

the cost of production was relatively low compared to that existing in 

England. In some measure this is accounted for by more rapid technological 

change in all facets of wheat production. To a greater extent, however, 

it can be accounted for by the great abundance of available land for 

the production of wheat. As this was the case, land rents were low 

relatively to those in England. The rapid improvements in transportation 
» 

contributed significantly to the opening of the world market for these 

regions as transport cost and handling charges comprise a significant 

portion of the final price for such a bulky product as wheat. 



TABLE XIII 

INDEX NUMBERS OF PRICES SINCE 1800 
(FROM JEVONS AND SAUERBECK)a 

Year Index Number Year Index Number 
(based on 1900) (based on 1900). 

1873 148 1887 91 
1874 136 1888 93 
1875 128 1889 96 
1876 127 1890 96 
1877 125 1891 96 
1878 116 1892 91 
1879 110 1893 91 
1880 117 1894 84 
1881 113 1895 81 
1882 112 1896 80 
1883 109 1897 81 
1884 101 1898 85 
1885 96 1899 91 
1886 92 1900 100 

a 
Layton, Walter T. An Introduction to the Study of Prices. London: 

Macmillan and Co., 1912, p. 116. 

> 
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In retrospect, it is perfectly clear that the addition of this 

extensive margin to the metropolis would require significant and far 

reaching adjustment on the part of English agriculture. To the contem

porary, however, the adjustment was not so obviously necessary, at least 

not at first. 

General Influence of the World Wheat Economy on English Agriculture, 

1873-1896 

Dr. Ojala's computations show the wheat crop of 1867-1876, at 

current prices, contributed 22 per cent of the gross output of England, 

13 per cent of the gross output of the United Kingdom. By 1894-1903 the 

respective percentages were 7 and 4."^ For England, a fall of 15 per 

cent and for the United Kingdom a fall of 9 per cent. Certainly, 

this was a major alteration in the contribution of wheat output to the 

gross national product of England. 

This decline can be traced to the influence of foreign sources of 

wheat and the development of a world wheat economy. There must, of 

course, have been comparative cost alterations introduced through the 

opening up of international trade in wheat and the emergence of an 

international price level for wheat. The purpose of this section shall 

be to trace the general effects of the price movement during this 

period on the English wheat farmer. A later chapter is reserved for 

the specific internal adjustments associated with the decline in the 

contribution of wheat to the gross national product of England. 

—^—,— — —___ 

"^Fletcher, Economic History Review, Vol. XIII, pp. 417-418. 
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Professor Usher has pointed out that the effects of the transporta

tion developments were first clearly realized in the agricultural 

52 depression of the late nineteenth century. The railroad construction 

made it possible for the wheat and corn of the north central United 

States to enter the British and European markets in a large way from 

the.late 1870's on. It was the earlier pattern of British investment 

abroad that made possible the entry of the United States, Argentina, 

Canada, India and Australia into the world wheat market. By providing 

these regions with funds for the construction of transport facilities 

and the necessary inducement to internal capital accumulation, the 

output of primary products from the regions was to turn the balance 

53 
of trade against England. ~ The repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 had 

assured primary producers of a market in England and the realization 

of this market only awaited the revolutionary developments in railroad 

and ocean transportation outlined earlier. 

Dr. MussonJ^has noted that the rising output of primary producing 

countries was to provide Britain with increasing quantities of cheaper 

food and raw materials. The accompanying fall in internal and ocean 

transport costs was to virtually guarantee the innundation of European 

and British markets with the products of these new regions and to 

drastically alter the comparative advantage position of the 'metropolis' 

and the 'regions of recent settlement.' 

"^Usher, p.Ill. * 

53S. B. Saul, "British and World Trade, 1870-1914," Economic 
History Review, Second Series, Vol. VII, No. 1 (August, 1954), pp. 63-64. 

'"^Musson, Journal of Economic History, Vol. XIX. No. 2 (June. 
1959), p. 218. 



46 

Beginning in the early 1870's, English farmers were to experience 

a succession of poor crop years. Professor Beales has noted that 

1872 marks the peak of a succession of good years, followed by a down

turn which culminated in 1879 in one of the worst wheat crops ever 

55 
experienced in England. Up to 1879 the English farmer suffered a 

succession in inclement seasons with 1879 being practically without sun 

and with heavy icy rains. Each of the harvests since 1872 had been 

seriously deficient, primarily due to wet and cold summers. A serious 

deficiency of crops was experienced up until 1886. Wheat was not alone 

in suffering adverse conditions during this period. An outbreak of 

pleuro-pneumonia and foot-and-mouth disease among cattle inflicted 

enormous losses on cattlemen while a disastrous attack of liver rot 

inflicted large losses on flockmasters. 

The usual expectation of this period was that there would be a 

consequent rise in the price of wheat as well as other agricultural 

output effected by the unpropitious circumstances. This, however, 

was not the case. The crop failures, rather than being met by increas

ing prices, were met by a falling price level brought on largely by 

wheat imports from the United States. The average Gazette price of 

wheat from 1866-1875 was 54.7 shillings per quarter. However, 

in the period 1876-1885 it dropped to 43.8 shillings a quarter and 

from 1886-1895 it was only 29.7 shillings, or 46 per cent below the 

56 
average. These price movements are reflected in Graph I and Graph IV 

f 
cited earlier. 

55 
Beales, Economic History Review, Vol. V, No. 1, p. 70. 

56 
Albert H. Imlah, Economic Elements in the Pax Britannica 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958), p. 183. 



The annual values of wheat and wheat flour imports into England 

strongly reflect the response of the new wheat producing areas to 

the adverse harvests in England. Table XIV shows the average value of 

wheat and wheat flour imports from 1866-1870 was 122,628,516 while the 

value in 1879 was L39,970,120. An increase in value of L17,341,604, and 

this taking place with a concomitant fall in the price of wheat. By 

1882 the value of imports of wheat and wheat flour were to reach 

144,921,565, an increase of almost an additional L5,000,000. 

It was not in wheat alone that the English former was beginning 

to feel the effects of free trade. Professor Stearns points out that 

English barley was finding a serious competitor in Russian barley; 

British oats were being pressed by those of Russia and Sweden; the range 

cattle industry of the United States, Canada, Europe and the Argentine 

was beginning to have its effects on the British beef industry; wool 

was being furnished by Australia; and mutton was flowing in from 

57 
Europe and South America. Lord Eversley estimated that in the 

fourteen years from 1881 to 1894 the price of wheat fell by 50 per 

cent; barley, 32 per cent; oats, 30 per cent; meat from 15 to 20 per 

co 
cent; wool, 32 per cent; and dairy produce from 10 to 15 per cent. 

Many of these developments, however, were not to have such a serious 

effect on the English farmer as did the problems associated with wheat 

production. This will be discussed in the following chapter. 

"^Raymond ?. Stearns, "Agricultural Adaptation in England, 1875-1900, 
Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 2 (April, 1932), p. 134. 

58 
Lord Eversley, "The Decline in Number of Agricultural Labourers 

in Great Britain," Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, Vol. LXX, 
Part II (June, 1907), p. 281. 



TABLE XIV 

ANNUAL VALUES OF IMPORTS OF WHEAT AND WHEAT FLOUR, 
1866-1910a 

Years 
Wheat and 
Wheat Flour Years 

Wheat and 
Wheat Flour 

L L 
1866-70 (average) 22,628,516 1892 37,125,355 
1871-75 (average) 30,953,009 1S93 30,831,538 
1875 32,380,726 1S94 26,755,178 
1876 27,919,526 1895 30,210,189 
1877 40,694,419 1896 30,906,862 
1878 34,217,641 1897 32,963,159 
1879 39,970,120 189S 37,692,699 
1880 39,327,820 1899 32,982,199 
1881 40,736,754 1900 33,448,477 
1882 44,921,565 1901 33,422,891 
1883 43,799,259 1902 36,005,440 
1884 30,065,577 1903 39,663,843 
1885 33,736,358 1904 41,525,016 
1886 26,137,681 1905 41,324,776 
1887 31,365,802 1906 39,493,398 
1888 31,526,720 1907 44,040,630 
1889 31,054,410 1908 45,370,558 
1890 32,658,132 1909 51,642,611 
1891 39,633,901 1910 49,671,789 

aProthero, Racoland Edmund (Lord Ernie). English Farming Past and 
Present. Longmans, Green and Co., London, 1927, p. 462, 463. 

! 



In Europe the harvest from 1878-1881 was also very poor and the 

Continental countries were forced to import large quantities of wheat 

from the United States. This turned the balance of trade of Industrial 

Europe with the United States against the former, reaching a peak of 

L20,000,000 in 1879 with heavy shipments of gold across the Atlantic 

59 to the United States." Industrial Europe, unlike England, was quite 

willing to apply import restrictions on primary products and to make 

an effort to protect their farming sector. Most of the European states, 

particularly Germany, soon applied strong protective measures. This 

effort at restricting markets further aggravated the difficulties of 

the farmers in the few states which remained open, of which Britain 

was the chief. It was primarily the restrictive measures of the 

Continent that held the favorable balance of trade of the United States 

with Europe down to an average figure slightly less than El,000,000 

from 1884-1890. England, on the other hand, found herself with a 

deficit trade balance with the United States of over 160,000,000 in 

60 
1881 and 1882. It was largely through this one favorable balance 

with England that the United States was paying for her trade and 

service deficits. 

The first "Royal Commission on the Depressed State of the Agri

cultural Interest" was appointed in 1879 under the Chairmanship of 

the Duke of Richmond. This first commission was 

. . . firmly led by the landowning aristocracy and gentry, 
all with large properties in the south and midlands, . . . 
with farmer witnesses overwhelmingly reflecting the interests 

59 
Saul, Economic History Review, Vol. Ill, No. 1, p. 52. 
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of corn growers, and with almost all concerned sharing a 
similar set of assumptions as to the nature of English 
agriculture.^j-

This Commission was to investigate the causes of the recent agricul

tural depression in England and to prepare a report with its findings 

and recommendations. Avery impressive array of abuses were prepared, 

some real and some fancied, that were to have contributed to the 

depression of agriculture during the late seventies and early eighties." 

Suffice it to say that the Commission assigned the greatest importance 

to bad seasons and the declining price level. Although the influence 

of foreign competition was noted as a significant factor in the 

lowering of prices, the Commission concluded that it was primarily 

the bad seasons that had brought on the depression and they could 

not recommend any measures to interfere with foreign competition due 

6 2 
to the obvious advantages to the community from lower food prices. 

These particular conclusions of the Commission are generally held 

to be somewhat shortsighted and biased. The list of abuses prepared 

by the Commission -- taxes, poor quality labour, loss of child labour 

with the lengthening of the school term, the high cost of farm labour, 

etc. -- were, it is true,problems which faced the English farmer, and 

particularly the wheat farmer. Yet these elements, even if susceptible 

to immediate and perceptible improvement, which they were not, could 

fi 1 
Fletcher, Economic History Review, Vol. XIII, p. 426. 

"See: William E. Bear, "The Agricultural Problem," Economic 
Journal, Vol. Ill (December, 1893), pp. 392-93, also Fletcher, 
Economic History Review, Vol. XIII, pp. 426-,27, also Royal Commission, 
Royal Commission on the Depressed State of the Agricultural Interest, 
1879 (London: Royal Commission, 1887), pp. 25-26. 
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hardly have removed the burden from the English wheat farmer. It 

remained for a later Commission to recognize the single overwhelming 

problem as one of foreign competition. 

Although there was some improvement in the harvest from 1886 to 

1890, the pressure of foreign competition continued, even though at 

a somewhat reduced pace. As noted earlier, serious foreign competition 

began to be felt during the eighties in beef, mutton, wool, oats, etc. 

so that prices on these goods fell, depending on the particular pro

duct, from 10 to 50 per cent. 

The recovery, however, was short lived as two cold summers in 

1891 and 1892, a drought in 1893, and an unpropitious harvest in 

1894, brought on a second depression, one perhaps more widespread 

in its impact on the agricultural sector. Lord Ernie points out that 

". . . unseasonable weather played a less important part than before 

but in all other respects the position of agriculturists was more 

a 
disadvantageous than at the earlier period." Foreign competition 

was more vigorous and, perhaps more important, the resources of 

agriculturists were very low, having been considerably reduced in 

the earlier depressed period. Many markets had already been seized 

by foreign competitors and the standard of English agriculture had 

been slowly deteriorating since 1873. The drought was to persist 

until 1895, the number of cattle and sheep being drastically reduced 

£ 
while the wheat acreage was reduced to its lowest point in the century. 

63 
Racoland Edmund Prothero, English Farming Past and Present 

(London: Longmans, Green andCo., 1927), p. 380. 

^Stearns, Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 3, p. 135. 

/ 
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This second depression was, then, more widespread in its effects on 

agricultural production, largely due to the encroachments made by 

foreign competitors during the eighties. 

The United States had experienced extremely favorable crops 

during these years. Now, however, it was not only United States wheat 

that was to flow into England but that of Russia, Argentina, India and 

Canada as well. Table XV shows imports of wheat into England increased 

from 39.9 million hundredweights in 1886 to 50.6 million hundred

weights in 1887. United States wheat imports increased from 33.9 

million hundredweights in 1890 to 60.9 million hundredweights in 

1892. Russiapwheat went from 5.6 million hundredweights in 1887 

to 21.8 million hundredweights in 1888. Argentine wheat reached heavy 

proportions between 1893 and 1894 when it went from 7.9 million hundred

weights to 13.3 million hundredweights, India as a source of wheat 

imports was most significant between 1890 and 1891 when the figures 

went from 9.1 million hundredweights to 13.0 million hundredweights. 

Canadian wheat, while showing gains in the English markets during the 

depression years, was not to be quite as significant a source of 

wheat imports until the turn of the century. Throughout the nineties, 

as had been the case since the early seventies, the prices of farm 

produce continued to fall, exerting an even more depressing influence 

on the English farmer. 

The influence of foreign imports into England is perhaps best 

demonstrated through the annual values of imports. In 1886 the annual 

value of imports of wheat and wheat flour were £26,137,681. By 1896 

the figure had risen to £30,906,862 and in 1898 to £37,692,699. Be

tween 1886 and 1898, then, there was an increase in value of £11,555,018. 



TABLE XV 

SOURCES OF IMPORTS OF WHEAT AND FLOUR RETURNED AS WHEAT, 1884-18983 

Year 
United States 
Mln. cwts. 

Russia 
Mln. cwts. 

Argentina 
Mln. cwts. 

India 
Mln. cwts. 

Canada 
Mln. cwts. 

Other Countries 
Mln. cwts. 

To t a 1 
Mln. cwts 

1884 36.1 5.5 0.2 8.0 2.7 14.4 66.9 
1885 39.7 12.1 0.3 12.2 2.1 15.9 82.3 
1886 39.9 3.7 0.3 11.0 4.1 8.0 67.0 
1887 50.6 5.6 1.0 8.5 5.3 9.2 80.2 
1888 31.8 21.8 1.7 8.2 2.2 14.7 80.4 
1889 31.0 21.6 9.2 2.8 14.3 78.9 
1890 33.9 19.7 2.8 9.1 2.4 14.5 82.4 
1891 43.2 14.6 2.5 13.0 4.6 11.6 89.5 
1892 60.9 4.4 3.5 12.5 - 5.8 . 8.5 95.6 
1893 57.2 10.1 7.9 6.2 4.7 7.7 93.8 
1894 46.8 16.8 13.3 5.4 4.5 9.9 96.7 
1895 45.3 23.1 11.4 8.8 5.1 13.6 107.3 
1896 52.8 17.2 5.0 2.1 6.3 16.2 99.6 

1897 54.1 15.1 1.0 0.6 6.9 11.0 88.7 
1898 62.0 6.2 4.0 9.6 7.7 4.9 94.4 

aBoard of Agriculture. "The Agricultural Returns for 1898," Journal of the Royal St atistical 

Society, Vol . 62 (June, 1899) , p. 395. 



Once again, though with considerably greater opposition, a. Royal 

Commission was appointed. The Commission was appointed in 1893 and 

presented their Final Report in 1897. This Commission, unlike its 

predecessor, was less representative of the arable counties and the 

aristocracy. The representatives had both declined in number and 

changed in character, the latter being reflected in strong conflict 

of interest among the members and in minority reports. The witnesses 

called before this Commission were also more representative of area 

and size of farm. 

The conclusions of this Commission were considerably more accurate 

and the investigations more thorough and widespread than those of the 

Duke of Richmond's Commission had been. Both the minority and majority 

reports recognized that the primary cause of the depression in agri

culture was the low level of prices due to foreign competition. It 

was also particularly difficult to isolate inclement weather as a chief 

cause of the depression when the average wheat production per acre had 

actually increased between 1883 and 1892. The final report issued 

in 1897 attributed the agricultural depression to three fundamental 

causes: (1) the heavy fall in the prices of agricultural products, 

(2) foreign competition, and (3) the high costs of production in England. 

It was further noted that while several branches of agricultural 

efforts had suffered, clearly the most seriously depressed crop was 

wheat and the most depressed areas were the wheat areas of the east 

and the southeast. From a reading of the final report it is clear 
t 

that the research of the Commission was oriented toward a comparison 

of north and west with the east and south. Yet the Commission 
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" . . .  s e e m e d  c u r i o u s l y  b l i n d  C o  t h e  f u l l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  

contrast-phe implicit recognition by the Commission of the two 

agricultural areas was a forboding of what later scholars were to 

develop as a main explanation of the agricultural depression; namely, 

it was the arable eastern and southeastern counties which were really 

'depressed' while the western and northern counties were reasonably 

well insulated from the full effects of foreign competition. 

Professor Mills points out Chat in the years 1841-45 England 

was feeding from home-grown wheat no less than 24,000,000 persons out 

of a total population of 26,800,000 while from 1901-1905 domestic pro

duction of wheat fed 4,500,000 out of a population of 42,400,000, a 

decline of no less than 81% per cent in 50 years."" Professor 

Thistlethwaite notes that despite the growing American consumption of 

domestically produced wheat, between a quarter and a third of the 

American wheat crop was shipped abroad in the 1880's and 1890's, the 

overwhelming majority of it going to the British market and contributing 

67 
to the prolonged depression of the wheat farmer there. Nurkse also 

notes that the share of the 'regions of recent settlement' in British 

imports rose from roughly 8 per cent in the middle of the nineteenth 

6 8 
century to 18 per cent or more by the end of the century.*'1"' Most of 

this increase was in primary products. 

65 
"Fletcher, Economic History Review, Vol. XIII, p. 431. 

f i f i  
J. Saxon Mills, England's Foundation: Agriculture and the State 

(Westminster, England: P.S. King & Sons, 1911), p. 21. 
i 

'!F. Thistlethwaite, "Atlantic Partnership," Economic History 
Review (Series II), Vol. VIII, No. 1 (1954), p. 14. 

68 
Nurkse, p. 286. 



CHAPTER III 

INTERNAL ADAPTATION IN ENGLISH AGRICULTURE: 1873-1896 

First: Agricultural Depression; General Adaptation, 1873-1888 

As noted in Chapter II, the inclement seasons of the seventies 

culminated in the very poor season of 1879. This date ushers in the 

first phase of agricultural depression in English agriculture. 

The depressed conditions affected various areas of England 

differently and within areas the effects of the depression varied with 

the size of the farm, the conditions of tenancy, and other factors. 

Professor Stearns points out that 

The degree of injury varied according to the size of the holdings; 
very large farms with consequently heavy capital investments, 
while they suffered heavy losses, were able to effect economies 
and to adapt themselves more readily; small farmers capable of 
cultivation by one man with the help of his family reduced labor 
expenses and turned readily to diversified agriculture; but 
the middlesized farms with neither large capital nor the ability 
to limit wage labor costs without undue sacrifice suffered a q 
most heavily. 

The conditions of the initial depression weighed much more heavily 

on the grain farmers in the arable sections of England than upon those 

of the grazing and grass districts. Even then it is difficult to 

generalize as English farming was quite diversified. Even in Essex, 

the heart of the wheat district, the land under wheat cultivation varied 

enormously, seldom exceeding 50 per cent of the available land on a 

single farm. 

In general, one of the frequent responses of the wheat farmer 

was to lay his land down into temporary or permanent pasture. This 

^ 'Stearns, Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 2, pp. 91-92. 
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was particularly true of the marginal lands which were no longer 

profitable to maintain in wheat production. 

In England the area of wheat acreage in 1871-75 had been 3,284,000, 

while by 1896 it had fallen to 1,805,000. During the fourth quarter 

of the nineteenth century the area in wheat production fell by 

1,479,000 acres, or roughly 50 per cent of the acreage in wheat during 

70 
the early seventies. Most of this decline was in the arable or eastern 

group, including such counties as Bedford, Berks, Bucks, Cambridge, 

and Essex. 

The decline in wheat acreage is well illustrated in the case of 

Hertford. In 1869, 60,887 acrca were in wheat. By 1879, the acreage 

had declined to 49,274; by 1889, 38,345; by 1899, 29,078; and by 1909, 

22,179. The wheat acreage in this county then declined by over 50 per 

cent of the total acreage in the county in 1869.' x 

The decrease in total land under cultivation in Great Britain from 

17.1 million acres in 1872 to 13.4 acres in 1913 was in large measure 

attributable to the reduction of land under wheat cultivation. 

The conversion to pasture lands, being most common in the eastern 

and southeastern counties, nevertheless took place throughout the United 

Kingdom wherever wheat was grown for other than home use. The area 

under permanent pasture in England alone increased from 10,526,213 acres 

72 
in 1875 to 12,229,815 acres in 1885. In some measure the decrease in 

land under wheat cultivation was taken up by oat and barley production, 

70 
Mills, p. 9. * 

''Ibid., p. 10. 

72 
Stearns, Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 2, p. 89. 



as their prices had not fallen as fast nor as far as that of wheat. 

Table XVI presents the appropriate data on area under cultivation in 

wheat, barley, and oats. It will be noted that while the acres under 

wheat cultivation fell precipitously during this period, that of barley 

and oats held reasonably stable and in some years increased. 

Besides the shift to barley and oats, many farmers turned their 

land to pasture and made an effort, despite wide-spread livestock 

disease, to breed cattle and sheep, two items whose price had held 

up best during this initial depression. From 1876-1S80 to 1881-1885, 

the total number of cattle increased by nearly 361,000.^ By far the 

greater part of this increase was in beef cattle, only some 39,000 

consisting of dairy stock. Also the lower price of corn meant that 

cattle feed was increasingly cheap to the cattle raisers, providing 

some stimulus toward beef raising in preference to other alternatives. 

The adjustments within the arable sector, as well as within other 

sectors, were in some measure an extension of changes already begun 

during the middle and late seventies. The area in potatoes expanded 

steadily in England during the eighties and in the southerly counties 

the area devoted to orchards and small fruits was extended. There 

was considerable increase in market gardening, particularly on those 

farm lands located closest to large cities that provided a ready out

let for vegetables and other truck garden products. Market gardening 

increased from roughly 46,604 acres in 1881 to 81,368 acres in 1891.'4 

73Ibid., pp. 90-91. 

^Stearns, Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 3, p. 132. 



TABLE XVI 

NUMBER OF ACRES UNDER WHEAT, BARLEY, AND OATS, AND TOTAL AREA UNDER 
CULTIVATION IN THE UNITED KINGDOM IN EACH YEAR FROM 1884 to 1903a 

Acreage Acreage Acreage Total Acreage Total 
under under under under Cultivated 

Year Wheat Barley Oats Wheat, Barley, and 
Oats 

Area 

Number Number Number Number Number 
of Acres of Acres of Acres of Acres of Acres 

1884 2,751,000 2,346,000 4,227,000 9,374,000 47,841,000 
1885 2,553,000 2,447,000 4,282,000 9,282,000 47,896,000 
1886 2,358,000 2,433,000 4,419,000 9,210,000 47,932,000 
1887 2,387,000 2,255,000 4,419,000 9,061,000 C

O
 

-J
 

c
 

o
 

o
 

1888 2,668,000 2,264,000 4,177,000 9,109,000 47,877,000 
1889 2,545,000 2,316,000 4,140,000 9,001,000 47,931,000 
1890 2,483,000 2,301,000 4,138,000 8,922,000 48,045,000 
1891 2,392,000 2,299,000 4,129,000 8,820,000 48,179,000 
1892 2,299,000 2,220,000 4,238,000 8,757,000 47,973,000 
1893 1,955,000 2,251,000 4,436,000 8,642,000 47,992,000 
1894 1,980,000 2,268,000 4,524,000 8,772,000 47,922,000 
1895 1,456,000 2,346,000 4,528,000 8,330,000 47,884,000 
1896 1,734,000 2,286,000 4,304,000 8,324,000 47,883,000 
1897 1,939,000 2,213,000 4,226,000 8,378,000 47,871,000 
1898 2,158,000 2,069,000 4,098,000 8,325,000 47,793,000 
1899 2,055,000 2,159,000 4,110,000 8,324,000 47,795,000 
1900 1,901,000 2,172,000 4,146,000 8,229,000 47,795,000 



TABLE XVI (Continued) 

Acreage Acreage Acreage Total Acreage Total 
under under under under Cultivated 

Year Wheat Barley Oats Wheat, Barley, and Area 
Oats 

Number Number Number Number Number 
of Acres of Acres of Acres of Acres of Acres 

1901 1,746,000 2,141,000 4,112,000 7,999,000 47,760,000 
1902 1,773,000 2,083,000 4,157,000 8,013,000 47,753,000 
1903 1,621,000 2,020,000 4,257,000 7,898,000 47,708,000 

aPalgrave, R. H. Inglis. "Estimates of Agricultural Losses in the United Kingdom During the Last 
Thirty Years," Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, Vol. 68 (March, 1905), p. 62. 
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Adaptation By Agricultural Division, 1873-1888 

Yet the changes were quite different for each of the sectors 

of England. Dividing England into farming districts according to the 

major agricultural emphasis of each provides the best picture of the 

75 
adjustment to the initial agricultural depression. A map of England 

showing the counties appears on the following page. This should 

facilitate the discussion which follows. 

The depressed conditions probably affected the northwestern counties 

least of all. They were situated near commercial and manufacturing 

centers and were easily able to turn to the sale of market garden pro

duce, hay straw, and dairy products. The northwestern counties were 

also less affected by the customs and contract arrangements that proved 

such a barrier to adaptation in the eastern arable farm land. There 

was greater freedom in cropping and land use, permitting a more rapid 

adjustment to market changes. The western and northwestern farmers, 

moreover, proved to have their chief advantage in dairying, particularly 

in the sale of milk to local commercial and industrial centers. The 

importation of American cheese was a considerable threat to their 

cheese market and forced many of the western and northwestern dairymen 

to turn to milk production, which was somewhat more profitable anyway, 

or to create a more uniformly high quality product through the develop

ment of the cheese factory method. For the most part, this agricultural 

division was a grazing district and consequently was spared much of the 

hardship associated with the rapid decline in corn prices. 

75 
The discussion in this portion of the text, as well as that which 

follows later, on the detailed adjustments by divisions draws heavily 
from Raymond P. Stearns, Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 2 and Vol. VI, 
No. 3. 



COUNTIES OF ENGLAND AND WALES 



Somewhat the same adaptation occurred in the grazing counties 

of the west. Gradually beef and mutton production came to be replaced 

by dairying, and particularly by the fresh milk trade. It became a 

common practice for the owners of dairy herds to lease their cows to 

"dairymen' who took care of the cows, milked them, and sold the produce. 

In return the dairymen would receive a specified portion of the value 

of the sales of milk while the owner reserved a certain portion for 

himself. This system of specialization was probably brought about 

by the mutually profitable nature of the arrangement to owner and 

dairymen alike, but also in some measure because of the farmers' and 

labourers' prejudice against such work and the cessation of women 

labour on the farms that arose with the improved living standards 

of agricultural labourers. 

In the case of the west midland group there was greater restriction 

imposed by their covenants with landowners. The consequent adaptations 

to the changing conditions were of a somewhat different nature. 

Bristol, Birmingham, Coventry ana other centers provided a market for 

fresh milk and some market gardening around Worcester, Warwick, Stafford 

and Gloucester. The farmers, however, were not permitted to sell 

hay, straw, or roots, perhaps potentially the most profitable crops 

and turned, therefore, more and more to replace barley and turnips 

with cabbages, cauliflowers and peas for local markets. 

The eastern counties were largely tied down by the customary 

system of cropping and by restrictions which forbade the sale of the 

most easily marketable products. The picture, however, was diversified. 

A few areas, such as Middlesex, were sufficiently close to a large 



urban market to permit a rapid and profitable transition to market 

gardening. By 1881 Middlesex had the largest garden acreage of any 

county ana the area was increasing steadily. However the more easterly 

counties were largely 'corn counties' and suffered excessively. Large 

tracts of land were put to grass, the standard of cultivation deteriorated 

severely, and many farms were unoccupied. Cattle disease and the sale 

of livestock to raise necessary capital had rapidly depleted the herds • 

of cattle and sheep. Clearly it was this division that could be said 

to truly experience agricultural depression. 

In the east midland and southeastern counties the tradition of 

small farms and the proximity of markets made some adaptation possible. 

Nearly everywhere corn crops were abandoned for grass, dairy cattle, 

market gardens and fruit growing. This was particularly true in Kent 

and Sussex. 

Perhaps the northeastern group, along with the eastern, was hit 

the hardest. Counties such as York, Durham, and Northumberland largely 

clung to the old system of cropping with corn and sheep. These areas 

were severely depressed with rents lowered drastically, capital 

depleted and cattle and sheep herds seriously diminished by disease. 

The reaction to the initial depression in this division was not so much 

a matter of change as it was one of 'wait and see.' 

Stearns has pointed out that some farmers saw that diversification 

was the first aspect of adaptation. However, for the most part their 

numbers were small compared with the total number of farmers who continued 

much as before, waiting all the while for the return of their former 

76 
prosperity. 

"Stearns, Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 2, pp. 88-89. 
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Lord Ernie has pointed out that for many of the wheat farmers, 

adaptation to the first depression was largely one of recognizing 

the new importance of what were formerly the byproducts of farming.^ 

In this response can be found traces of what were to become more 

widespread practices in the later part of the century; commercial 

treatment of woodlands, dairying, pasture-farming, flower-growing, 

market gardening, and poultry keeping. It was to become, so to speak, 

a day of small things when money, if it could not be made, could at 

least be saved. 

In general the changes that did take place appeared in the form 

of new rotation systems, extension of grass areas, increase in dairying, 

and the intensification of the demand for freedom of cropping and 

sale. It is ironic that the areas most affected by the depressed 

conditions, the eastern and northeastern counties, were the least 

able to change. For the most part, the eastern half of England continued 

producing grain, the western counties continued grazing, and the 

southern and some central counties developed orchards and gardens. Of 

the adaptations that did take place, the development of dairying, 

fruit growing, and market gardening were probably the only positive 

responses. New rotation systems and the extension of the grass areas 

were merely negative responses designed to cut costs until the 

prosperity of former years could be restored. Furthermore, what 

adaptations did take place were primarily in regions'less severely 

affected and the changes were by no means universal nor uniform through

out these divisions. 

^Ernle, p. 383. 



Further adaptation to this firs t phase of agricultural problems 

was hampered by the diminution of the capital of many of the farmers 

in the wheat areas.^ professor Price points out,^ it was not the 

very large farmers who possessed capital on which he could draw, but 

rather the middle group of farmers who were too high in the social seal 

to use their own labour and yet too low to possess more than a little 

capital for improvements and adjustments. Numerically this was a very 

large class in the eastern and southeastern counties. 

Royal Commission of 1879 and Causes of Agricultural Depression 

To some extent the Government was responsive to the plight of the 

farmer. The chief response was the appointment of the Duke of Richmond 

Commission or the Royal Commission on the Depressed State of the 

Agricultural Interest appointed in 1879. This Commission, as well as 

most of the farmers of the time, recognized that rents had risen a 

great deal preceding 1875. While the Commission was not willing to 

acknowledge that rents were prohibitively high or to take any effective 

remedial action, the landlords themselves found that the only way to 

maintain farmers on their lands during this period was through a 

reduction of rents. Such voluntary actions on the part of landowners 

led to rent reductions as great as 25-30 per cent in some of the wheat 

growing counties of eastern and northeastern England. 

It was not only the burden of rent that was deemed objectionable 

by the tenant farmer. In addition, conditions of rent were often found 

i0Bear, Economic Journal, Vol. Ill, p. 573. 

-79 , 
' L. L. Price, "The Commission on Agriculture," Economic Journal, 

Vol. VI (September, 1896), p. 398. 
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to be undesirable, sometimes being found so by both parties. For the 

most part the lessor and lessee were free to arrange such conditions 

as they might see fit, generally being of a form determined by the 

agricultural traditions of the particular area. In many parts of the 

country the tenant depended for security on a long lease, often of 

14 to 19 years duration. In cases where there was moorland, woodland, 

or marsh to reclaim, leases were often longer. This arrangement was 

found objectionable, particularly to the tenant during a period of 

protracted price decline due to the fixed money rent. The opposite, 

of course, prevailed for the tenant during a period of rising prices. 

It was largely the rising prices from the middle of the nineteenth 

century to the downswing in prices beginning in 1873 that accounted 

for the increased rent burden. Although the rent on farm land fluctu

ated rather widely, a period of rising prices was of primary advantage 

to the tenant due to the lag in rent adjustments by the landowner. 

The protracted decline of the period under investigation, however, 

was to bring forth a clamor from tenant farmers for rent reductions. 

Humanitarian motives aside, the landowner was compelled, if he wished 

to keep any sort of responsible tenant on his lands, to reduce the rental 

value of the land. Throughout most of the arable section of England, 

and particularly in the wheat growing regions, rents were reduced on 

the average by 25 per cent. 

There were further problems with the owner-tenant relationship 

that were brought under consideration by the Duke's Commission. One 

of the most obvious problems was that of compensation for improvements 

on land by tenants. The controversy runs well back into agricultural 
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history, but was probably first formulated as a serious nationwide 

farming issue by Philip Pusey, the first editor of the Journal of the 

80 
Royal Agricultural Society. Particular recognition of the problem 

had been given in the Agricultural Holdings Act of 1875. This act, 

hovjever, was largely ineffective due to its permissive character. The 

Commission did recommend that the earlier act of 1875 be made com

pulsory where no other arrangements had been made and this suggestion 

was incorporated in the Second Agricultural Holdings Act of 1883. 

The Second Agricultural Holdings Act required a minimum of one 

year's notice of termination of a tenancy; directed that a tenant 

should, under certain conditions, be compensated at the end of his 

lease for the remaining value of any improvements he had carried out; 

and that the landowner be compensated for dilapidation due to the 

tenant's failure to operate the land according to ordinary good practice. 

Improvements, for the purposes of the Act, were classified in three 

groups; first, fertilizing and seeding of land to temporary pasture; 

second, drainage; and third, such improvements as fixed buildings 

and the seeding of land to permanent pasture. 

The first Act had permitted the owner to specify the system 

of cropping that the tenant must pursue. He could determine the 

rotation of crops for the cultivated land and prohibit the sale of 

hay, straw, roots, etc. in order that their fertility value might 

be retained on the farm. The second Act, however, permitted the 

principle of freedom of cropping with the exception that the landlord 

80 
J. A. S. Watson, "Land Ownership, Farm Tenancy, and Farm Labor 

in Britain," Agricultural History, Vol. XVII (April, 1943), p. 76. 
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might exact a penalty for breaking up of permanent pasture and he 

might require that the land be left, at the end of the tenancy, in 

81 
specified proportions of grain, roots, clover, etc. 

In addition, approval was obtained for lord Cairn's Settled Land 

Bill in 1884, and the Board of Agriculture was created in 1889. Yet 

it is questionable how effective these measures were in counteracting 

the forces making for the shrinkage in the size of the agricultural 

sector, or in ameliorating the deteriorating position of the English 

farmer, particularly the wheat farmer. 

Improved Conditions. 1886-1892 

Stearns, who wrofe in the Journal of Agricultural History, said 

that . .no occupational group is more reluctant to adopt new 

82 methods or to produce a new 'line' of goods than the farmers." 

There would seem to be some support for this line of thinking when one 

views the intervening years before the second major downswing beginning 

in 1892. Following 1885, when weather conditions improved somewhat, 

the English wheat farmer responded by increasing the acreage under 

wheat. Yet such a response was not wholly irrational when it is 

considered that the price of wheat did experience some rise until the 

turn of the decade and imports did decline somewhat. It would seem 

quite likely that the English wheat farmer, having only recently taken 

acreage out of cultivation, might well restore that acreage under the 

stimulus of a somewhat higher price. Further, it is necessary to 

consider the short- and long-run responses of the wheat farmer. The 

81Ibid., p. 76-77. 

09 
~ "Stearns, Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 2, p. 130. 



best and most respected farmers of the day had only recently testified 

that it was the fall in prices, not foreign competition, that was the 

primary cause of the depressed condition in agriculture. Further, the 

Agricultural Societies of the day were largely composed of the reasonably 

well-to-do farmer. The statistical information and the insights avail

able to these men through the Royal Agricultural Society and other 

societies was not particularly accessible to the vast majority of 

medium-and small-sized owners of agricultural holdings. Statistics 

on wheat imports and efforts toward cost comparisons between English 

wheat farming and wheat farming abroad were not very likely to form 

the evening reading of this majority of farms. Little wonder that they 

would respond to rising prices by bringing some of their marginal land 

back into production. If those who had access to the necessary data 

during the Duke's Commission could or did not draw the appropriate 

long-run conclusion, how can one expect the relatively uninformed and 

very busy medium-and small-size farmer to do what these others had 

failed to do? 

Yet before 1893, and despite the somewhat ameliorated circum

stance from 1888 to 1893, the English wheat farmer in particular watched 

his capital become depleted, the standard of English agriculture 

deteriorate, and the area turned to rough pasture lands increase. Even 

though wheat acreage increased to some extent in 1888 and for one or 

two years thereafter, land was increasingly turned to barley and oats 

since the prices of these commodities had not fallen as precipitiously 

as that of wheat. The number of acres of oats in Great Britain in

creased from 2,706,166 in 1869-1875 to 2,943,000 in the years 1887-1893. 



71 

As the prices of beef, mutton, and pork remained reasonably stable 

throughout the eighties, there was a great increase in the number of 

cattle, sheep and pigs. In addition, the falling price of wheat, 

while a loss to the wheat farmer, helped to lower the cost of pro

ducing beef cattle and dairy animals. 

One of the significant changes during these intervening years 

was the more widespread acceptance of a 'wider shift' of cultivation 

rather than the more traditional four-course or "Norfolk system" of 

rotation. It is likely that this system of rotation was ". . .a 

method already old merely spread somewhat and got talked about, 

especially in a few conservative districts like Essex where it had 

83 
hitherto been often tried 

These intervening years also saw some significant changes in 

leasing practices and witnessed the arrival of a large number of 

Scots farmers whose methods proved considerably superior to those of 

their English counterparts. Tenants found landlords more willing 

to grant concessions, such as greater freedom of cropping and sale 

as well as shorter leases. The Scots began to arrive, especially 

in Essex, during the eighties. Rather than raise the relatively 

unprofitable grain crops, the Scots turned to grass and turnips. 

They cut labour costs significantly by use of the 'wider shift', raised 

Ayrshire dairy cattle which outdistanced the English Shorthorns in 

milk production, and generally proved himself to be a frugal, industrious 

83 
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and adaptable farmer. Yet the traditional eastern wheat counties 

were slow to follow this example of the Scots farmers. 

As Stearns points out, OH most of the elements of change that 

were to be practiced before 1900, were introduced before 1S90. However 

the dcparturco from tradition were largely confined to a relatively few 

daring farmers who tilled a proportionately small area. Although the 

total area of land under all crops and grasses increased from 46,984,106 

acres in 1S71-1875 to 47,932,068 in 1886-1890, most of the changes 

associated with this extension of the total area under crops were 

typical of the 'older regime' response rather than any wide-spread 

adjustment on the part of the new. Probably the best single example 

of the 'old regime' response was the putting of land to grass. 

Although it is quite true that such a response was cost reducing, it 

was only a negative reaction and no significant amount of additional 

income was realized for the farmer. 

Yet to a large extent high farming seemed to be undergoing some 

slow but perceptible changes by the late 1880's. It became increasingly 

difficult to lease large farms owing to such factors as unrcmunerative 

prices, unsolved problems of securing to tenants the unexhausted value 

of improvements, and other similar problems. Farming was no longer 

the highly desirable and remunerative investment it once had been. 

Close attention to economy in management, minute attention to details, 

and close constant personal supervision were necessary if farming in 

the wheat counties was to remain remunerative at all. 

84$teams, Agricultural History, Vol. VI, Ho. 3, p. 133. 



Thus the addition of overseas lands to the extensive margin 

available to the metropolis was to bring about widespread hardship 

for the English wheat farmer. Not only were his crops seriously 

diminished in this period, but the price level failed to rise as long 

experience had taught the farmer it should. The price level turned 

down seriously as greater supplies of foreign wheat became available. 

Between 1873 and 1889 the price level was to fall, in annual average 

figures for British wheat, from 58s. 8d to 31s. lOd per quarter. Using 

an index number of prices based on Jcvons and Sauerbeck computation 

(1900=100) the price level declined from 148 in 1873 to a. low of 91 

in 1887. The value of wheat and wheat flour imports, again using 

annual values, was to rise from a low of £22,628,991 in 1866-1870 to a 

high of £,44,921,565. However these figures are not corrected for 

price changes over the period of years. Thus despite the decline 

in the price of wheat by approximately 50 per cent, the average annual 

value of imports was to increase by 100 per cent. Clearly the effects 

of the addition of new lands to the extensive margin of the metropolis 

was innundating the English wheat market and seriously depressing 

the condition of the English wheat farmer. 

Although the response of the wheat farmer in England was, for the 

most part, not what Stearns calls "positive", the dry seasons begin

ning in 1892 and lasting until 1895, as well as the worldwide crises 

of 1893, was to force the English farmer into tactics considerably 

different from his initial response to this earlier period of adverse 

conditions. 
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Second Agricultural Depression; General Adaptation, 1S92-1896 

The drought which begun in England in 1892 persisted until 1895. 

This time foreign sources of agricultural products were to innundate 

the English market to an even greater extent than had been the case in 

the late seventies and early eighties. Exports of wheat from India 

rose from 14,320 (in 1,000 hundredweights) in 1891 to 30,303 in 1892 

(Table IX). Host of this addition to Indian exports was going to England. 

Argentine exports of wheat were to increase from 12,048 (in 1,000 bushels) 

in 1890 to 37,043 in 1893 and 59,038 in 1S94 (Table X). Again, most 

of this increase went to England. Canada, although experiencing a 

net reduction in acreage and production between 1891 and 1893, did 

increase her net exports of wheat from 3,081,000 bushels in 1891 to 

10,533,000 bushels in 1893 (Table XI). The United States increased 

her exports to England from 33.9 million hundredweights in 1890 to 57.2 

million hundredweights in 1893. Table XV summarizes these figures 

in terms of sources of imports of wheat and flour returned as wheat 

for all the major wheat exporters of the nineties. In the period 

from 1891 to 1893, the United States, Argentina, India, and Canada 

all significantly increased their exports of wheat to England. Only 

Russia and 'other countries' actually decreased their share of the 

English market. 

The significant increase In foreign sources of wheat was to be 

reflected in a drastic reduction in Wheat prices in the English market. 

The Second Agricultural Commission, in their Final Report in 1897, 

estimated that between 1875 and 1894 the prices of farm products had 

decreased as follows: 
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Wheat, 52 per cent; barley, 37 per cent; oats, 34 per cent; 
cattle, from 25 to 35 per cent; sheep, from 21 to 33 per 
cent; wool, from 40 per cent up, accord ins to the kind and 
quality; beef, from 24 to 40 per cent, according to the grade 
(poorer grades were reduced by 40 per cent); mutton, 20 to^r 
30 per cent; and dairy produce, by 33 per cent as a whole. 

The average Gazette prices of British wheat per quarter (Table XII), 

reveals that from a high of 37s. in 1891, the price fell to 30s. 3d in 

1892, 26s. 4d in 1893 and to a low of 22s. lOd in 1894. Since the 

decline in prices more than offset the increase in imports, there was 

an actual falling off in the value of imports for wheat and wheat 

flour (Table XIV). After rising from 32.7 to 39.6 million bushels 

from 1890 to 1891, the wheat and flour imports fell to a lo w of 

26.8 million bushels in 1894. 

One of the most dramatic responses of the English wheat farmer 

was to drastically reduce the acreage under wheat (Table XVI). From 

a high of 2,668,000 acres in 1888, wheat acreage plummeted downward to 

the lowest point of the century in 1895 when only 1,456,000 acres were 

in wheat production. This was a decrease of roughly 40 per cent. 

Such a precipitious decline in wheat acreage over a period of 

only seven years could not be withstood by the farmer without efforts 

to recoup lost income from some other source. In this case, however, 

not only was wheat experiencing serious competition from foreign sources, 

but barley and oats were beginning to flow into the English market from 

foreign lands. Turning lands into pasture' offered some relief, but 

even here the recuperative power of the English farmer was considerably 

reduced by the very rapid increase in the importation of frozen meats 

from Argentina and the United States. 

85 
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One of the major factors in depleting the capital stock of the 

English farmer was the sale of livestock. Table XVII reveals that be

tween 1391 and 1895 the number of cattle kept in the United Kingdom de

creased from 11,344,000 to 10,753,000. In the same period the number of 

sheep fell from 33,534,000 to 29,773,000. There was also a very large 

decrease in the number of pigs, from 4,362,000 in 1890 to 3,794,000 in 

1894. The rapid sale of livestock was, to a considerable extent, a 

reflection of the prior exhaustion of the working capital of the English 

farmer when he had tried to meet the depressed conditions commencing 

in the mid-seventies. 

Table XVIII, using an index number for the estimated annual value 

of agricultural produce in the United Kingdom (1872-1877=100) reflects 

the serious nature of the downturn farmers experienced in the opening 

years of the last decade in this century. While the late eighties 

showed some signs of revival, reflected in the net rise of the index 

number between 1887 and 1891, the years following 1891 show a precipitous 

decline from 79.3 to the low point for the century of 67.0 in 1896. From 

an annual value of produce of L190,600,000 in 1891, the figure was to 

decline to £160,800,000 in 1896, the lowest annual value of produce for 

the entire century. 

Adaptation by Agricultural Division, 1892-1896 

As in the case of the earlier discussion of adaptation to the initial 

agricultural distress, it is necessary to consider each of the farming 

divisions. (See Map, page 62). The extraordinary variety of English 

farming hides the true significance of aggregate figures such as those 

above. In addition, the drought years affected the various agricultural 



TABLE XVII 

THE NUMBER OF ANIMALS KEPT IN THE UNITED KINGDOM ANNUALLY FROM 1884 TO 1903a 

Year Cattle Sheep Pigs Horses To t a 1 

1884 10 423 000 29 377 000 3 906 000 1 905 000 45 611 000 
1885 10 869 000 30 086 000 3 687 000 1 909 000 46 551 000 
1886 10 873 000 28 955 000 3 497 000 1 928 000 45 253 000 
1887 10 640 000 29 402 000 3 721 000 1 937 000 45 700 000 
1888 . 10 269 000 28 939 000 3 816 000 1 937 000 44 961 000 
1889 10 273 000 29 485 000 3 906 000 1 945 000 45 609 000 
1890 10 790 000 31 667 000 4 362 000 1 965 000 48 784 000 
1891 11 344 000 33 534 000 4 273 000 2 026 000 51 177 000 
1892 11 520 000 33 643 000 3 263 000 2 067 000 50 493 000 
1893 11 207 000 31 775 000 3 278 000 2 079 000 40 339 000 
1894 • 30 780 000 30 038 000 3 794 000 2 092 000 46 704 000 
1895 10 753 000 29 773 000 4 239 000 2 112 000 46 877 000 
1896 10 942 000 30 854 000 4 300 000 2 115 000 48 211 000 

1897 11 005 000 30 567 000 3 683 000 2 070 000 4 7 325 000 
1898 13 150 000 31 103 000 3 719 000 2 040 000 48 012 000 
1899 11 345 000 31 681 000 4 003 000 2 028 000 49 057 000 
1900 11 455 000 31 055 000 3 604 000 2 000 000 48 174 000 

1901 11 478 000 30 830 000 3 411 000 2 012 000 47 731 000 

1902 11 377 000 30 057 000 3 640 000 2 023 000 47 097 000 

1903 11 408 000 29 659 000 4 086 000 2 070 000 47 223 000 

aPalgrave, R, H. Inglis. "Estimates of Agricultural Losses in the United Kingdom During the Last 
Thirty Years," Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, Vol. 68 (March, 1905), p. 62. 



ESTIMATED ANNUAL VALUE OE AGRICULTURAL PRODUCE IN THE 
UNITED KINGDOM FROM 1S72 TO 1903a 

(1872-77=100) 

Difference Each 
Annual Value Year Between 

Year Index Number of Produce Annual Value and 
Average Annual 
Value of 1872-77 

1872 97.0 233 000 000 
1873 10S.1 259 800 000 Av c rag e of years 
IS 74 111.4 26 7 700 000 1872-1 877, 
1875 108.3 260 300 000 L 255 , 000,000 
1876 104.3 250 600 000 
1877 107.5 258 600 000 
1873 102.9 247 200 000 7 800 000 
1879 92.0 221 000 000 34 000 000 
18S0 94.5 227 000 000 28 000 000 
1881 93.2 224 000 000 31 000 000 
1S82 95.0 228 200 000 26 800 000 
1S83 93.2 224 000 000 31 000 000 
1884 85.9 206 200 000 48 800 000 
1885 89.3 214 500 000 40 500 000 
1886 76.9 184 600 000 70 400 000 
1887 74.6 179 300 000 75 700 000 
1883 77.2 185 400 000 69 600 000 
1889 76.2 183 000 000 72 000 000 
1890 77.7 186 600 000 63 400 000 
1891 79.3 190 600 000 64 400 000 
1S92 76.7 184 200 000 70 SOO 000 
1893 76.9 184 600 000 70 400 000 
1894 72.0 173 000 000 82 000 000 
1895 67.7 162 600 000 92 400 000 
1896 67.0 160 800 000 94 200 000 
1897 70.2 168 600 000 86 400 000 
1898 73.0 175 300 000 79 700 000 
1S99 69.4 166 200 oco SS 300 000 
1900 71.7 172 400 000 82 600 000 
1901 72.7 174 800 000 80 200 000 
1902 77.1 1S5 200 000 69 800 000 
1903 72.1 173 200 000 81 800 000 

Total from 1878 to 1903 4,9S2, 500, 000 1,647,500,000 

a?algrave, R. H. Inglis. :,Estimates of Agricultural Losses in the 
United Kingdom During the Last Thirty Years," Journal of the Royal 
Statistical Society, Vol. 68 (March, 1905), p. 54. 
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Districts quite differently. As it happened, the drought proved more 

serious in the eastern counties than in those of the West. Thus it 

was that the wheat farmer, who was already faced with a greater per

centage fall in the price of his product than wore other producers, 

was to be further disadvantaged by having the heaviest burden of 

adverse weather placed upon him. 

In the southwestern, counties the farmers modified their older four-

course system by adapting the 'wider shift' method introduced by the 

Scots of the northeastern counties. In the dairy and cattle business 

a number of changes worts introduced des igned to cut costs, particularly 

labour costs which were a reasonably large portion of total costs in 

these industries. Whereas previously the fattening and breeding of 

livestock had been in separate hands, they were more and more carried 

out by the owners themselves. Further, the system of 'letting' dairy 

cattle mentioned earlier was abandoned to a large degree, hopefully 

as a measure to reduce costs. Artificial feeding was expanded, 

ensilage systems became more common and oat acreage increased significantly. 

Developments in the West Midlands and the northwest counties were 

vary varied. The rapid fall in the price of wool turned sheep raising 

from wool production to mutton production. The fruit acreage of this 

area expanded significantly while gardening and poultry raising, 

relatively neglected occupations before this time, became quite common. 

Fruit growing expanded rapidly while the use of evaporation methods 

for the preservation and marketing of fruit and other garden products 

became widely used. Farmers turned away from the traditional Hereford 

cattle as milk animals and introduced other breeds that proved more 

productive. 



Farmers in the eastern and northeastern counties, being the 

largest wheat growers, felt the greatest pressure to change their 

agricultural system. Freedom of cropping and sale became almost uni

versal in this period, even in traditional Norfolk, the home of the 

four-course system. Permanent pasture was extended a great deal and 

the 'wider shift' of cropping became widespread. The replacement of 

wheat with barley, oats, roots and grass was common throughout both 

the northeast and eastern counties. There was considerable increase 

in cattle holdings as the decade wore on. This was partly due to an 

increasing awareness of the potential milk market in the eastern counties, 

particularly those located close to London, and to a realization that 

imported meats were competitive primarily in second and third qualities 

of beef. The English beef producer might well maintain his market 

for first quality beef. Artificial feeding, straw feeding, and the 

use of silos were increased. To some extent the latter adaptation 

was due to the hay shortage of 1892 and 1893. Even though wool prices 

were seriously depressed, the eastern counties could turn more and 

more, as had their neighbors to the west, to the raising of mutton, 

particularly the raising of lambs. To some extent, depending upon 

closeness to markets, fruit growing and market gardening became a form 

of adaptation. One of the adaptive methods that created considerable 

social unrest was the turning of lands, particularly inferior lands, 

into shooting areas and selling the shooting rights. Lands were even 

bought up for this specific purpose. In addition, some land was 

purchased for breeding sport horses. 
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Generally the northeastern counties turned from cereals to the pro

duction of meats, dairy products, and, to a le sser degree, market 

gardening and fruit growing. In the more easterly counties the adap

tation was largely the same witn varied Ideal adaptation depending 

greatly on the closeness to the market. In the case of Esse:-: and 

Suffolk, market gardening, poultry raising, and dairying were wide

spread because of the closeness to the Lo ndon market. In Suffolk and 

Cambridge, large holdings were bought up or leased by the wealthy 

either as a sort of playground or for purposes of enhancement of social 

prestige through land ownership and 'country houses.' In Hertford, 

Middlesex and elsewhere there was a large increase in dairying and 

potato raising, in no small measure due to the large number of Scots, 

Cornish and Devon farmers who had migrated to this area. 

Turning to the east midland counties, three types of agriculture 

were practiced in the decade of the nineties. In Leicester, Rutland 

and Nottingham the farmers specialized in dairy products and mixed 

farming, planting corn and green crops for livestock feeding and 

vegetables and fruits for urban markets. Although some cheese production 

continued, farmers turned more and more to milk production as the most 

profitable dairy product. There was also an increased awareness and 

utilization of canning and evaporating processes, largely stemming 

for the example of the United States. Most of the earlier restrictions 

on cropping and sale were abolished with the exception of Nottingham 

where they were largely ignored or evaded. 

The second type of farming appeared most clearly in Northampton 

and Warwick. Farmers in these areas turned mostly to pasture and fattened 
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cattle and sheep. An investigation of Northampton farms in 1902 re

vealed that these farms were about two-thirds pasture. 

The third system of farming was found among the Scots who had 

migrated to Oxfordshire, took up large farms, used little labour, and 

with a combination of hard work and good management raised corn and green 

crops which were used for feeding dairy and beef cattle. 

Generally speaking, adaptation in the southeastern and east midland 

counties consisted of extended pasture area, milk production, potato 

raising, breeding pedigreed stock, sale of hay and straw, and fruit 

growing accompanied by new marketing methods. In Kent and Sussex, the 

hop industry was significantly altered by better production methods and 

quality control. Fruit and vegetable production expanded and dairying 

and poultry raising prospered due to the proximity to the large urban 

market. 

Contrasting these changes with those that occurred in response 

to the depressed conditions of the late seventies and early eighties, 

one gets a somewhat different picture. During this last decade of the 

nineteenth century, English agriculture underwent more fundamental and 

far reaching changes than it had in the earlier period. One can argue, 

and indeed some have, that the changes were merely extensions of what 

was taking place on a smaller scale prior to the second period of the 

agricultural depression. This argument, however, would need modification. 

It would probably be true to say that the adaptive measures in this 

period were an extension of what the more farsighfeed farmers employed 

during the eighties. While only a few farmers altered their practices 

86 
Ibid., p. 140. 
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in the eighties, the depression of the early nineties convinced all 

but a handful that the 'old ways' simply were no longer profitable 

or reasonable. 

The general adaptation during the nineties may be summarized as 

follows: a large increase in permanent pasture closely associated with 

the changes in rotation methods; the adoption of the "wider spread" and 

freedom of cropping and sale; the discarding of the "Norfolk system" 

in favor of production more nearly coinciding with market demands; 

artificial feeding of livestock represented by the rapid expansion 

of oats and alfalfa; following the earlier reduction in the number of 

cattle to meet the effects of the depression, the number of cattle in

creased over the century as a whole; the development of commercial use 

of woodlands, largely for hunting rights; the rapid expansion of the 

fruit industry and the jelly industry; and market gardening and poultry 

keeping, particularly in the eastern and southeastern counties. As 

Lord Ernie has put it, "variety is one of the enforced improvements 

in modern farming; attention to detail is another; strict economy is 

a third; and stoppage of leakages is a fourth.no/ 

Political, Social and Technological Change, 1873-1896 

Other changes during the period of a technological, political, and 

social nature, however, should be noted as their contribution to the 

adaptability of the English farmer was quite extensive, either directly 

or indirectly. 

English societies played a significant role in the collection of 

' Ernie, p. 383. 
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information and the astabfisHmont or pedigree books and the dissemination 

of information pertaining to cattle, sheep and horses. Lord Ernie00 

discusses a number of such, societies, a re v; of which will be mentioned 

here. The Hunter Improvement Society (1885), the Hackney horse Society 

(1S84), the flock-books published for Oxford Downs (1889), Lincolns 

and Cotswolds (1S92), the Polo Pony Society (1893) and numerous other 

similar societies. It is particularly significant that most all of 

these societies were formed after the late seventies and the vast 

majority of them in the eighties and nineties. These societies were 

a further reflection of the shift in emphasis of the English farmer to 

dairying, first quality beef raising, mutton raising and horse training 

for commercial and sport use. Some of these societies were instru

mental in the dissemination of information regarding superior breeds 

of dairy cattle and beef animals. 

Further numerous institutions were formed for the purpose of 

education of the farmer in the practice of agriculture. It is quite 

true that prior to the last quarter of the nineteenth century farming 

was taught mainly through experience on the farm. Beginning in the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century many institutes and colleges 

ware beginning to develop programs exclusively for the farmer. Aspatria 

(1874), Downton (1880), University College of North Wales (1884), schools 

and institutes in South Wales, Kent, Yorkshire, Cambridge, Reading, 

Chainsford and elsewhere all developed programs in farming. Specialized 

institutes began to develop as the English farmer was forced into-

adaptation to changing conditions. Among institutes providing practical 

^b±hid., p. 384. 
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and scientific training to farmers were the Eastern Counties Dairy 

Institute at Ipswich, and she national Fruit and Cider Institute at 

Bristol. Diplomas began to he issued by both the Royal and the Highland 

Agricultural Societies and the Board of Agriculture began to supply 

leaflets on the latest scientific discoveries. Again, most all of 

the developments were taking place in the eighties and nineties, thus 

providing further evidence of the changing nature of English farming 

in this period. 

One of the developments prior to the decline in agricultural 

prices, and continuing throughout much of the early period of the agri

cultural depression, was the emergence of agricultural labour unions, 

particularly the National Agricultural Labor Union founded in 1872 

89 
under the leadership of Joseph Arch. Lord Ernie notes that there 

was strong public opinion during the sixties and seventies favorable 

to improvement of the position of the agricultural labourers. Frequent 

reports on the food, housing and sanitary conditions of rural districts 

were published by medical officers and disseminated to interested 

parties. Between 1865 and 1871, agricultural labourers attempted 

combinations, forming unions in Scotland, Buckinghamshire, Hertford

shire and Herefordshire. 

The first success with combination came with the organization of 

the National Agricultural Laborers* Union on February 7, 1872, under 

the leadership of Joseph Arch. By the end of the next month 64 branches 

had been formed In Uarwickshire alone. In May a national congress was 

held at Leamington with delegates from all over the country. The Union 

Ibid., p. 386. 



Xsras officially formed with Arch as its president. 

The new union had a number of objectives. James Watson iu notes 

that probably their two most significant contributions were to raise 

wages and to help move workers from congested areas to other areas 

where labour was in greater demand. Watson, however, perhaps fails 

to give full credit to the acti vities of this union. It was the first 

agricultural union to include serious political and social reforms in 

its platform, including parliamentary franchise for agricultural 

labourers, changes in the land laws, disestablishment of the Church, 

and inquiries into charitable endowments. The fact that agricultural 

labourers could seriously propose such planks and have others take them 

at all seriously is a significant reflection of the times and the growin 

political stature of the labouring class. 

The union assisted roughly 700,000 people to emigrate to British 

Colonies and helped large numbers to migrate internally to areas where 

labour was in greater demand. In this way, the union was a significant 

force in assisting in the reallocation of displaced workers from 

agriculture and in increasing the mobility of the agricultural workers. 

It is probably true that it was through the union that the parliamentary 

franchise uTas won. However the depression years made it increasingly 

difficult to maintain the wtage level or obtain vTage increases. After 

a long strike of six months, ending in July, 1874, members as well as 

funds began to dwindle. The period 1875-1884, or roughly the first 

agricultural depression, saw much of the advance in money wages gained 

in the earlier period lost. 

90 
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Yet it is probably true that the wage lave! would not have reached 

the point it did, nor been able to maintain that level, were it not 

for the activities of the National Union and its rival, the Federal 

Union. Cole and Postgate take note of this by pointing out, . . 

average weekly wages rose by about Is. between 1874 and 1900 -- from 

14 S. to 15s. but this followed on a rise from about 12s. under 

9] 
Joseph Arch's leadership in the ear ly seventies." 

Although the single legislative action that the farmers sought 

most, namely protection from foreign imports, was not realised, some 

legislation was effected in the n ineties that proved beneficial to 

the English farmer. The Fertilisers and Feeding Stuffs Act (1893), 

along with the Sale of Food and Drugs Act (1899), provided additional 

protection against the adulteration of cake, fertilisers, and dairy 

produce. The Market Gardeners Compensation Act (1895) provided far-

compensation to the tenant for improvements on land devoted to market 

gardening where the improvement would still yield a return after the 

tenant had left the property. This was true even though the improve

ments had been effected without the consent of the landlord. The 

Improvement of Land Act (1899) provided more facilities for borrowing 

money for the landlord to carry out improvements. The Contagious 

Diseases of Animals Act (1896), which was considerably overdue, required 

all live shipments of foreign animals to be slaughtered at port of 

landing in order to prevent the spread of infection among English livestoc 

Yet these acts were not all equally effective in achieving their 

>iD. K. Cole and Raymond Postgate, The Common People 1746-1946 
(London: Kethuen t Co., Ltd., 1963), p. 443. 



professed end. Bear notes, for example, that the Agricultural 

Holdings Act of 18S3, although seemingly an effective piece of legis

lation was, in fact, not very effective. The Act was largely based on 

the recommendation of the earlier Richmond1s Commission and was to pro

vide for compulsory compensation for unexhausted improvements provided 

by a tenant. However the Act had so many limitations, complications 

and countervailing provisions that few tenants actually brought cases 

based on the act. Host likely the major influence of the act was to 

provide some stimulus to the landowners to make specific conditions 

in the tenant's contract regarding unexhausted improvements. This 

alone, however, would be some gain for the tenant. Yet it must be 

remembered that most landlord-tenant relationships were, in normal 

times at least, subject to the prevailing customs of the region and 

both parties benefitted, generally, by following such customary 

constraints. It was only during depressed times or during times of 

rising prices that landlord-tenant relationships were called into 

serious question. Under the former condition the tenant was likely 

to question the arrangement as the rent burden increased with the 

declining agricultural price level while in the latter condition the 

landlord generally was somewhat restrained in raising rents due to 

the length of contract, consequently experiencing a diminution of 

the value of his agricultural rents in real terms. 

The period also witnessed the intensification of mechanical 

application to farming, although at a slower pace than was being realize 

abroad, particularly in the United States. The earlier wire-binders 

92 
Bear, Economic Journal, Vol. 3, p. 579. 
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brought over from Europe around 1S73 were objectionable to the E nglish 

farmers and millers alike because of the use of wire as a binding 

material. However in 1S7S-1S79, the introduction of the Appleby-string-

binder was to remove this obstacle and its adaptation to large farms 

in particular could be seen during this last quarter of the century. 

However its use was far from universal by the turn of the century. 

The most likely reason for the slow spread of the binder in England 

was the depiction of the English farmers capital and even ". . . if you 

did get a binder before your old reaper was worn out, was there any 

'93 
guarantee that your corn crop could pay?" That is to say, it is 

quite unlikely that in the face of a quarter of a century of falling 

corn prices that the farmer is very likely to invest very heavily in 

such a piece of equipment. 

Even as late as 1899, old style wooden turn-wrest ploughs were 

reported in mid-Kent and Sussex despite their clearly demonstrated 

inadequacy of this ploughing instrument. 

Steam cultivation also advanced very little in most of the sections 

of England. Clapham goes so far as to say that "... before the 

depression, steam cultivation of the older sort had reached limits 

94 beyond which it was never likely to spread tar." ' The field tractor 

was not even seriously tested or considered until after the turn of 

the first decade of the twentieth century. 

Lord Ernie points out that "... the branches of farming which 

had been comparatively neglected in the past were naturally those in 

93 
Clapham, Vol. Ill, p. 89. 
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95 which recent improvements were most marked." The treatment of 

pastures was improved and farmers were more and more inclined to apply 

some of the growing scientific knowledge of agriculture to the working 

of the land. Again with reference to grass lands, it became common 

to study the characteristic vegetation, the needs of meadows and 

pastures, etc. in order to extract from the land the maximum output 

per unit of land. Stearns takes note of the English farmers' 

increasing awareness of new improvements: 

perhaps the most important change that came over British farmers 
between 1875 and 1900 was the creation of new attitudes. In a 
very real sense the farmers were liberalized. During this period 
a new generation arrived on the scene. With it came a more 
scientific attitude towards farming and a real demand for 
agricultural education. 

Sufficient attention was paid to more technical and scientific knowledge 

to raise the productivity (average) per acre. This was, of course, 

in part due to withdrawal of the poorer lands from cultivation, but 

in part it was also due to the growing use of sulphates, phosphates, 

and nitrates for fertilizing the soil. The average yield per acre 

of wheat rose from about 25 bushels in 1871-1875 to almost 32 bushels 

in 1896-1900. Oat production increased from 29 to 41 bushels, barley 

from 32 to 33, and beans and peas from 24 to 27. 

55Ernle, p. 384. 

96stearns, Agricultural History, Vol. VI, No. 3, p. 152. 



CHAPTER IV 

AGGREGATE CHANGES IN AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION, RENT, WAGES, 

AND TOTAL OUTPUT, 1873-1896 

Value of Agricultural Output, 1873-1896 

The significance of the detailed shifts discussed in the preceding 

chapter are well illustrated in Table XIX showing the gross output of 

agriculture of the United Kingdom and England in millions of pounds 

sterling. The contrasting periods are from 1867-1871 and 1894-1898, 

the latter generally being taken to represent the transition from the 

last period of agricultural depression to a period of more sustained 

adaptation. 

The gross output of wheat in this period declined from L28.44 to 

7.64. This was the greatest percentage decline in any of the crops 

listed in the table. Barley also dropped significantly from 12.62 

to 7.54 while oats showed only a slight decline from 4.28 to 4.23. 

Hay, straw, fruit and vegetables showed a marked increase from 14.00 

to 17.00 while potatoes remained constant at 3.00. The net change in 

arable crops during this period was a reduction from 65.43 to 41.47, 

a reduction of roughly 38 per cent over the years of agricultural 

depression. Beef experienced an increase from 14.59 to 16.02. Mutton 

experienced a decrease from 14.60 to 12.59, to a certain extent reflect

ing large sales to obtain operating capital and the sharp decrease in 

wool prices. Pigmeat gross output rose from 9.59 to 10.52 and horses 

from 1.00 to 2.00, largely accounted for by the developing market for 

'sport1 horses, both for racing and for pleasure. Milk production, 

along with horses, poultry and eggs, shows the greatest increases in 



TABLE XIX 

THE GROSS OUTPUT OF THE AGRICULTURE OF ENGLAND (L million)3 

Item 1867-71 1894-98 

Wheat 28*44 7*64 
Barley 12*62 7*54 
Oats 4*28 4*23 
Potatoes 3*00 3-00 
Hay & Straw, Fruit, Vegetables 14*00 17*00 
Other crops 3-09 2*06 
Arable 65-43 41*47 

Beef 14*59 16-02 
Mutton 14-60 12-59 
Pigmeat 9*59 10*52 
Horses 1*00 2*00 
Milk 15-40 20-29 
Wool 5*62 2*36 
Poultry 6 c Eggs 3*50 7*00 
Livestock 64-30 70*78 
Total 129*73 112*25 
Index 100 87 

^Fletcher, T. W. "The Great Depression of English Agriculture, 
1873-1896Economic History Review, Second Series, Vol. 13, No. 3 
(April, 1961), p. 432. 
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the period going from 15.40 to 20.20 or an increase of roughly 33 per 

cent. Poultry and eggs increased from 3.50 to 7.00, an increase of 

50 per cent. Wool output, reflecting falling prices and to a lesser 

extent the changing patterns of taste in textiles, decreased from 5.62 

to 2.36. The net livestock contribution .to gross output in the period 

was a gain from 64.30 to 70.78 or an increase of just over 9 per cent. 

The combined gross output of agriculture decreased during the period 

from 129.73 to 112.25, a fall of approximately 13 per cent. Thus there 

was a decided tendency for arable crops in the aggregate to decline 

in gross output from 1867-1871 to 1894-1898 while part of the decline 

was taken up by the expansion of livestock. Although total agricultural 

output declined over the period, the relative decline among specific 

components of the arable crops and the relative increase among specific 

components of non-arable output generally reflect the conclusions 

dram earlier with regard to the nature of the adaptation during these 

years. 

Incomes and Rents, 1873-1896 

97 
Turning to incomes and rents during the period, Dr. Musson points 

out that both experienced a considerable fall. Throughout the entire 

period under discussion, rents fell on an average by 25 to 30 per cent-

Farmers, however, probably suffered much more as their average incomes 

declined by about 40 per cent, from 201 million pounds, or 18.5 per 

cent of national income in 1870-1876, to 135 million pounds, or 8.3 

per cent of national income in 1894-1903. (These national income figures 

follow Ojala.) 

97 
Musson, Journal of Economic History, Vol. XIX, No. 2, p. 226; 
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However, the rent declines varied widely from district to district, 

98 
depending upon the major crops of the districts. Dr. Thompson summarizes 

the data of the second Royal Commission which is based on estimates 

from income tax figures. He found that the decline in rents in the 

seriously depressed districts was as high as 50 per cent; in less 

depressed districts, from 20 to 30 per cent; and in some dairying and 

grazing districts, not more than 15 per cent. Table XX shows the average 

TABLE XX 

AVERAGE RENT OF AGRICULTURAL LAND IN ENGLAND3 

1872-1900 

Years Acreage 
Average Rent 
Per Acre 
s. d. 

1872-1874 416,801 28 10 
1875-1877 419,793 29 4 
1878-1880 421,201 27 6 
1881-1883 413,036 26 9 
1884-1886 406,545 24 11 
1887-1889 405,149 22 11 
1890-1892 403,237 22 10 
1893-1894 377,234 21 8 
1895-1896 385,750 21 1 
1897-1898 390,263 20 6 
1899-1900 399,043 20 — 

aThompson, Robert J. "An Inquiry into the Rent of Agricultural 
Land in England and Wales During the 19th Century," Journal of the Royal 
Statistical Society, Vol. LXX (1907), p. 596. 

decline in rent according to acreage for more than 25 counties (including 

Lincoln, Essex, Cambridge, Norfolk, Suffolk, Sussex, Oxford, and Notting

ham). After a high that was reached in 1878-1880 on 421,201 acres at 

Robert J. Thompson, "An Inquiry into the Rent of Agricultural Land 
in England and Wales During the 19th Century," Journal of the Royal 
Statistical Society, Vol. LXX (1907), p. 596. 



27s. 6d., it fell to 20s. 6d. in 1897-1898 on 390,263 acres. Thompson's 

statistics, however, suffer from the change in the sample after 1893. 

Yet it would appear that the distribution and representation of 

counties in the figures after 1893 is quite similar to that before 

1893 and the series is probably quite accurate. 

Table XXI presents a somewhat more interesting analysis of the 

decline in rents, comparing the rent decline for farms of approximately 

120,000 acres and 400,000 acres with the income tax return computations. 

The most interesting comparison is between column 1 showing the rent 

of 120,000 acres (1867-1877=100) and column 3, the income tax returns 

(1867-1877=100). It will be noted that throughout the depression 

years the income tax return shows a rent figure consistently above that 

of the rent on 120,000 acres (as well as above the rent figure for 

400,000 acres). This difference reflects two tendencies. 

First tax adjustment came subsequent to alterations in rent so 

that while rents were falling, income tax figures remained above rents. 

On the other hand, if rents were rising (as reflected in earlier years 

in the same series), income tax schedules adjusted upward more slowly 

and consequently were below the rent figures. More importantly to the 

consideration of adjustment during the period was the fact that abate

ments and deductions were not shown in the income tax figures. The 

figures represented the gross rent payable under agreement. The actual 

rent curve, however, was different from that of the gross rent payable. 

The difference was largely due to abatements in order to assist the 

tenant in meeting the difficult times. Most of these abatements 

were voluntary. In these depressed times, and particularly in the wheat 

areas, failure to provide such remissions would have left the land 



TABLE XXI 

AVERAGE RENT AND INCOME TAX RETURN COMPARED FOR ENGLAND, 
1870-1900a 

Rent of Rent of Income Sauerbeck's 
120,000 400,000 Tax Index 

Year Acres Acres Returns Number Notes as to Seasons 
1867-77 1872 1867-77 1867-77 
=100 =100 =100 =100 

1870 96 •• 100 93 
1871 98 100 97 
1872 100 100 100 . 101 
1873 101 101 102 ' 107% 
1874 102 102 102 104 Crops generally be
1875 102 102 103 100% low the average. 
1876 102 102 106 100 1872-1878 
1877 105 104 106 100% 
1878 106 103 105 98 
1879 79 93 106 80% "The most disastrous 
1880 86 92 105 95 season this century, 
1881 82 91 104 92% 

season this century, 

1882 94 95 99 94 
1883 93 96 98 92% 
1884 90 93 97 84 
1885 72 84 94 78 
1886 84 85 93 76 
1887 68 79 91 71% 
1888 78 81 86 74% 
1889 80 82 85 75% 
1890 78 81 84 73% 
1891 78 81 84 78 
1892 74 79 83 74% 
1893 68 77 82 72 Prolonged drought; 
1894 64 75 81 67% heavy losses. 
1895 65 75 80 66 
1896 68 73 79 63 
1897 68 72 78 69% 
1898 68 72 76 72 
1899 69 70 76 69% 
1900 69 70 75 73% 

aThompson, R. J. "An Inquiry into the Rent," Journal of the Royal 
Statistical Society, Vol. 70, 1907, p. 599. 
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vacant or, perhaps worse still, tilled by a very poor quality farmer 

whose care of the land would have been something less than desirable. 

Also of considerable interest was the responsiveness of rent to 

price movements, given by the Sauerbeck index for food products. Al

though the price index turned downward after 1873, the rent level 

responded with considerable lag, turning downward only in 1879 in the 

case of 120,000 acres and in 1878 in the case of 400,000 acres. It 

was this lag in rent adjustments that accounted for the often heard 

complaint during the middle and late seventies that rents had risen 

significantly since the forties and fifties when times were more 

prosperous, but had failed to respond quickly enough to less prosperous 

times, leaving the tenant with considerable rent burden. Comparing the 

price index with the rent of both quantities of land, it is immediately 

obvious that rents responded throughout the period with a one or two 

year lag. Prices, for instance, took a sharp dip between 1883 and 1884 

while rents on both quantities of land show no significant decline 

until the period 1884 to 1885. However the rent on the smaller acre

age shows considerably more responsiveness to price changes than does 

the rent of the larger acreage, a phenomenon that can be largely ex

plained by the greater stock of working capital held by tenants on 

larger farms with which they could cushion some of the effect of 

the price decline. 

Table XXII shows rent income from a farm of 225 acres in Norfolk, 

one of the counties that was very seriously affected by the price 

decline in wheat and also one of the most traditional and slow to 

adapt. It should be noticed that the profitability of rents, along with 

the profitability for tenants, rose considerably from 1834-1841 to 
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TABLE XXII 

AVERAGE RENT 0
 

rr
j >
 

1
 

NORFOLK, 1712-19063 
(1728-1757= 100) 

Year Rent Year Rent Year Rent 
L L L 

1712-1722 80 1799-1806 210 1876-1880 450 
1722-1728 84 1806-1814 200 1880-1883 380 
1728-1757 100 1814-1820 700 1883-1890 300 
1757-1770 120 1820-1827 585 1890-1893 250 
1770-1786 130 1827-1834 375 1893-1894 * 225 
1786-1792 170 1834-1841 261 1894-1897 210 
1792-1799 190 1841-1876 500 1897-1906 225 

cl 
' Thompson, R. J. "An Inquiry into the Rent of Agricultural Land 

in England and Wales During the 19th Century," Journal of the Royal 
Statistical Society, Vol. LXX, (1907), p. 615. 

1841-1876. Following 1876 the decline in rents set in going from 

500 pounds in 1841-1876 to a low of 210 pounds in 1894-1897, a fall 

of over 50 per cent on this particular farm. 

Agricultural Population Movements, 1873-1896 

Agricultural population movements over the period of the 'depression5 

reflect the diminishing role of the agricultural sector in England's 

economy. A great deal of confusion in the statistics was created by 

the failure to use a standardized classification of agricultural 

workers during the period and for inadequate consideration of what 

classes of rural workers were in fact agricultural. Nonetheless, some 

general figures do emerge that may be taken to indicate the magnitude 

of population shifts in the agricultural sector. 

Table XXIII provides statistics on the change in number of employers 

and employed in British agriculture from 1871 to 1891. Of the total 



TABLE XXIII 

CHANGES IN THE NUMBER OF PERSONS ENGAGED IN AGRICULTURE, 1871-1891* 

Decrease of Employers 10 years to 1881 

Increase of Employers 10 years to 1891 

Decrease of Employers 20 years to 1891 

Decrease of Employed 10 years to 1881 

Decrease of Employed 10 years to 1891 

Decrease of Employed 20 years to 1891 

Males Females Both Sexes 

Total Per Cent Total Per Cent Total Per Cent 

20,008 8.7 3,637 14.8 23,645 9.2 

521 0.2 1,326 5.9 1,847 0.8 

19,487 8.4 2,311 9.4 21,798 8.5 

80,624 7.1 17,256 28.6 97,880 8.2 

93,350 8.9 14,500 33.6 107,850 9.9 

173,974 15.4 31,756 52.5 205,730 17.3 

aBear, William E. "Notes and Memoranda," Economic Journal, Vol. 4, 1894. P. 321. 



100 

number of employees, there was a decrease from 1871 to 1891 of 8.4 per 

cent among males, 9.4 per cent among females and a total decline of 

8.5 per cent in the 20 year period. Of more interest is the decrease 

in the number of employed. In the 10 years from 1871 to 1881, male 

employees declined by 7.1 per cent, female by 28.6 per cent and a total 

decline of 8.2 This reflects the low relative percentage of women in the 

total category of agricultural employees. In the next 10 year span, 

from 1881 to 1891, males declined another 8.9 per cent, females 33.6 

per cent, and a total decline of 9.9 per cent. Over the 20 year period, 

male employees declined by 15.4 per cent, female by 52.5 per cent and 

both sexes taken together, by 17.3 per cent. The rapid decline 

of women employed on the farm during this period was one of the most 

significant characteristics of agricultural labour. A rising standard 

of living among those remaining on the farm, to be discussed later, is 

the immediate cause of this phenomenon. 

99 Lord Eversley, however, cautioned against^ a causal argument 

running from falling prices and profits to decreasing agricultural labour 

as a satisfactory explanation for the total labour decline on the farm. 

He notes that from 1861 to 1881, a period during which the reduction in 

the number of agricultural employees was 178,400 (or roughly three-

fourths of the total decline from 1861 to 1901), the chief causal 

factor was the inducement of higher wages in manufacturing and mining 

districts. From 1881 to 1901 the decline of 66,500 (or roughly one-

fourth of the total 24 per cent decline for the total period), was 

largely due to the declining position of agriculture as prices continued 

QQ 
Eversley, Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, Vol. LXX, 

Part II, p. 280. 
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their downward movement. His correction largely consisted in including 

labourers under 20 years of age. Thus he concluded that the most 

significant decline in agricultural labour occurred not as a result 

of the agricultural depression but rather was a demand-led inducement 

of higher wages in the mining and manufacturing sectors. However one 

wishes to disaggregate the total shift according to causality, the fact 

remains that somewhere in the neighborhood of 24 per cent of the agri

cultural labour force left the farms and this was to exert a significant 

influence of wages (agriculture) and on the form which adaptation of 

the farmers would take. Thus Bear could say that ". . . the decrease 

in the cost of labour on farms chiefly arable was commonly about 10s. 

an acre, not because wages have become lower, but because fewer men 

have been employed. 

General and Agricultural Wage Trends, 1873-1896 

Turning now to agricultural wages, some consideration of the 

general wage index for the period should first be noted. Table XXIV 

shows the index of wages from 1880-1899. Although some fluctuation 

is seen during the eighties, throughout most of the nineties the trend 

was first constant until 1896 and upward' thereafter. 

The above provides some standard of wage movements in general against 

which agricultural wages can be compared. Table XXV shows the movement 

of wages in separate industries from 1880 to 1899. Agricultural wages 

showed a downward trend up until 1887 when they turned up until 1892. 

Following 1892 there was a slight downswing again until 1897. This 

lOOsear, Economic Journal, Vol. Ill, p. 575. 



TABLE XXIV 

GENERAL WAGE AND EARNINGS INDEX-NUMBERS, 1880-l899a>b 

(1880=100) 

Year 

Allowing for Change 
in Numbers in 
Occupations Year 

Allowing for Change 
in Numbers in 
Occupations 

1880 100 1890 114 
1881 100 1S91 115 
1882 103 1892 115 
1883 103 1893 115 
1884 103 1894 115 
1885 101 1895 115 
1886 100 1896 115 
1887 101 1897 116 
1888 104 1898 120 
1889 110 1899 123 

aRemainiiig series (up to 1914) are omitted. Other estimates, in
cluding those not allowing for change in numbers in occupations, were 
given. Arguments in the text, however, lead this writer to believe that 
the Boxtfley series given above is the most accurate. 

b Bowley, A. L. Wages and Income in the United Kingdom Since 1860. 
London: Cambridge University Press, 1937, p. 6. 



TABLE XXV 

INDEX-NUMBERS FOR SEPARATE INDUSTRIES. WAGES OR EARNINGS, 1880-18993 

Engineering 
Year Agriculture Coal Building and 

Shipbuilding 
Cotton Wool Printers 

1880 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
1881 99 103 100 99 103 _ _  _ _  
1882 97 110 100 97 103 _ _  _ _  

1883 96 112 100 96 105 95 97 
1884 94 107 100 94 105 _ _  

1885 93 103 100 93 103 — 

1886 91 99 100 91 102 91 98 
1887 94 99 101 94 104 - - _ _  

1888 96 105 101 96 108 - - - -

1889 97 123 103 97 109 - -

1890 100 140 104 100 110 - - _ _  

1891 100 141 104 100 115 _ _  - -

1892 100 128 105 100 116 _ _  - -

1893 99 131 107 99 116 - - 101 
1894 99 124 107 99 116 _ _  101 
1895 97 118 108 97 116 - -

1896 97 117 109 97 117 _ _  

1897 99 118 111 99 117 102 
1898 101 128 112 101 119 102 
1899 103 136 113 103 120 — 102 

aBowley, A. L. Wages and Income in the United Kingdom Since 1860. London: Cambridge University 
Press, 1937, p. 8. 
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wage movement compares unfavorably in terms of total gain for the period, 

but not in terms of stability, with the wage level prevailing in coal. 

It compares unfavorably, both with regard to total gain and stability, 

with building trades and cotton. Engineering and shipbuilding, on the 

other hand, show an identical movement throughout the period. 

Thus agricultural labour did, in the aggregate, experience a net 

gain throughout the period. However the real income position of the 

agricultural labourer, as well as other labourers, improved greatly 

during the period due to the falling price level, particularly in 

agricultural products. There were, as discussed earlier, additional 

quality changes in some products thereby further improving, in a welfare 

sense, the level of satisfaction of the worker. 

Table XXVI disaggregates the wages of agricultural labourers by 

groups of counties. It will be noticed that the southeastern and 

eastern nominal weekly wages from 1860-1892 show the least gain with 

regard to the former and the third least gain with regard to the latter. 

This is quite consistent with the thesis that it was the arable and 

more particularly the wheat growing east and southeast that was hit 

hardest by the agricultural depression. 

While money wages generally moved upward in this period, including 

agricultural wages, Bowley's*^1 computations show the cost of living 

index numbers moving from 103 in 1880 to 97 in 1881-1885, 87 in 1886-

1890, 85% from 1891-1895 and finally to 85 from 1896-1900. Thus the 

real income of the labourer was improving over this period even in the 

depressed agricultural sector. As noted above, the money wage in the 

A. L. Bowley, Wages and Income in the United Kingdom Since 1860 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1937), p. 94. 



TABLE XXVI 

WAGES OF AGRICULTURAL LABOURERS IN ENGLAND, 
1860-1892a 
(1860=100) 

Numbers Annual 
Employed Nominal Weekly Wages Earnings 

Groups (000's (1870 basis) 
Omitted) 1860 1870 1880 1892 Including All 

Allowances 

S. Eastern 113, 100 103 117 108 102 
S. Midland 121, 100 115 131 127 122 
East 118, 100 99 111 105 104 
S.W. 112, 100 103 126 120 123 
W. Midland 99, 100 113 132 124 128 
N. Midland 83, 100 105 108 116 116 
N.W. 44, 100 109 119 131 121 
North 29, 100 111 118 118 131 
Monmouth 5, 100 110 103 107 125 
Yorkshire 62, 100 116 129 126 113 

Averages (I) -- 100 107 122 118 116 
Averages (II) -- 100 107 122 117 
Averages (III)-- 100 108 119 118 

aBowley, A. L. "Changes in Average Wages in the United Kingdom 
Between 1860 and 1891," Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, Vol. 58 
(June, 1895), p. 253. 
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agricultural sector was able to sustain itself and to show a small net 

gain over the period largely because of the reduction in the number 

of agricultural labourers and the improved wage level and bargaining 

power achieved in the early seventies. 

Agricultural Contribution to National Income Growth and Welfare, 1873-1896 

A number of estimates have been made of the growth of total national 

income and income by sector for the nineteenth century. One of the 

1 02 more recent efforts is that of Phyllis Deane appearing as Table XXVII. 

The agricultural sector, excepting 1888 to 1889, shows a steady decline 

from a high of L156 million in 1870 to L138 million in 1895, a decline of 

almost 9 per cent. 

A more interesting effort to evaluate the contribution of agriculture 

had been made by Ojala in terms of an index of economic welfare and the 

i m percentage contribution of agriculture to that total welfare index. 

These computations are found in Table XXVIII. The total economic welfare 

index is computed as consumption income, or the value of- national income 

at market prices, minus net investment. Agricultural contribution, as 

a percentage, is based on the annual value at farm prices of goods 

supplied by agriculture less the contribution of non-agricultural services. 

While total economic welfare (1911-1913=100) rose from 51 in 1860-1869 

to 91 in 1894-1903, the contribution of agriculture declined steadily 

from 17.4 per cent to 7.3 per cent over the same number of years. 

102p. Deane, "Contemporary Estimates of National Income in the 
Second Half of the 19th Century," Economic History Review (Series II) , 
Vol. IX, p. 458. 

103 
E. M. Ojala, Agriculture and Economic Progress (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1952), p. 67. 



TABLE XXVII 

NATIONAL INCOME OF THE UNITED KINGDOM, 1812-18953 

(AFTER MUL11ALL; £ MILLION) 

Year Agriculture 

(D 

Manufacturing, Mines, 
Forests, Fisheries 

(2) 

House Rent 

(3) 

All Other 

(4) 

Total National Income 

(5) 

1812 103 133 15 153 404 
1820 (117) (155) 20 (137) (429) 
1836 137 192 33 238 600 
1840 (131) (215) 41 (175) (562) 
1850 (158) (269) 50 (213) (690) 
1860 147 341 61 389 938 
1870 (156) (367) 86 (352) 961 
1888 (144) (444) 117 (451) 1,156 
1889 226 545 135 379 1,285 
1895 138 525 150 610 1,423 

"Deanc, Phyllis. "Contemporary Estimates of National Income in the Second Half of the Nineteenth 
Century," Economic History Review, Second Scries, 13:no. 3 (April, 1957), p. 458. 



TABLE XXVIII 

INDEX OF REAL ECONOMIC WELFARE PER CAPITA, AND THE PERCENTAGE 
OF AGRICULTURE'S CONTRIBUTION TO TOTAL ECONOMIC WELFARE, 
IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, BY GROUPS OF YEARS 1867-1943b 

Period 

Economic Welfare 
Index,a 

1911-13=100 

"Percentage Contribution 
of Agriculture to Total 

Economic Welfare 

1867-1869 51 (1860-1869) 17.4 
1870-1876 58 15.7 
1877-1885 64 12.2 
1886-1893 78 9.7 
1894-1903 91 7.3 

'"Total Economic Welfare is computed as consumption income or the 
value of national income at market prices, minus net investment. Agri
cultural contribution is based on the annual value at farm prices of 
goods supplied by agriculture less the contribution of non-agricultural 
services. 

A Ojala, E. M. Agriculture and Economic Progress. London: Oxford 
University Press, 1952, p. 67. 
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Whichever estimate one chooses to accept, and there appears to be 

cause for reasonable men to differ as to which estimate is best, clearly 

the contribution of agriculture to the total national income declined 

very significantly over this period of years. Agriculture, as a sector 

of the economy, was declining rapidly in its contribution to national 

income. 

The detailed discussion of the adjustment process in the preceding 

chapter, along with the aggregate figures present in this chapter, 

offer, it seems,clear evidence that the nature of the agricultural 

adaptation was one of moving from the extensive margin of farming to the 

more intensive. The adjustment was largely one of getting out of corns 

and into the more labour and capital intensive lines of farming; i.e. 

v dairying, chicken raising, market gardening, fruit raising, and high 

quality beef production. By the end of the period under discussion 

it was clear to all that the English farmer could not be expected to 

compete in the production of extensive products with the newly settled 

regions which possessed vast areas of fertile land. Clearly the extensive 

margin had shifted further out from the metropolis, leaving to those 

located nearer the metropolis a more limited range of farming possi

bilities, namely more intensive farming oriented toward the growing 

urban market for perishible goods, fresh goods and goods which could 

be produced with a more intensive utilization of both capital and labour. 

To that extent, one is not surprised to find the serious diminution 

of the share of agriculture to the total output of England. The re

quired adjustment was one of shrinking the size of the agricultural 

sector to concentrate on more intensive cropping. 



Looked at in another way, however, the period of adjustment was 

one of physically enlarging the intensive margin in English agriculture 

to meet the population growth and rising real incomes of the metropolis. 

Intensive farming, as was noted earlier, had been carried on for some 

years in various divisions within England. For these areas it was 

a matter of minor modifications and perhaps more widespread cultivation 

of the available land. It was in the wheat areas of northeast and 

eastern England where the truly dramatic adjustments were required. 

That long process of adjustment has been traced out earlier in this 

work. Suffice it to say that the adjustment did take place and it 

was an adjustment to more intensive cropping. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND EVALUATION 

The decline in the economic position of agriculture was not 

the only consequence of the agricultural depression. Changes took 

place in all facets of rural life, most notably the large-scale rural 

decline and the crumbling of the long-standing traditions of village 

society, most clearly demonstrated in the case of such traditional 

counties as Norfolk. The landlord class experienced permanent loss 

of capital and income and a consequent diminution of social influence 

and political power. Tenant farmers were better able to maintain their 

previous economic position through frugality, more scientific methods 

of production, and close attention to market conditions. Often the 

change for the tenant farmer was from cultivation to the use of land 

as pasture yielding meat and dairy produce. The political, social 

and cultural effects are not the subject of this thesis; however, it 

should be recognized that to the English rural class, and most of all 

to the landlord, the results of the agricultural depression meant not 

just a deterioration in economic power, but being relegated to a very 

secondary role in terms of political, social and cultural influence. 

This was, indeed, a transition that proved very difficult for a rural 

society that was still quite bound by traditional ways in their 

social, political and economic life. Europe and the rest of the 

world was no longer looking to England for the prototype of good 

farming practices but rather to the newly expanded regions of recent 

settlement. 
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One of the difficulties facing the English farmer in his efforts 

toward adaptation can be visualized in terms of the inherent conflict 

between agricultural divisions within the English agricultural sector. 

T. W. Fletcher notes that ". . . very clearly the basic conflict of 

interest, felt rather than formulated, between the two main groups 

of English farmers, and masked by the ambivalent rural-urban, protection-

free trade division, prevented the formulation of any coordinated view, 

any single, forceful, agricultural policy, any effective cooperation."^"^ 

The wheat farmer, facing declining prices and a rapidly depleting stock 

of working capital, found his contemporaries who were engaged in or 

turning to livestock applauding the cheap imported cereals which cut 

his costs significantly. This, in conjunction with the growing demand 

for meat, milk, eggs, etc. from the expanding urban areas, permitted 

the farmer to realize greater profit and, at the very least, to weather 

out the storm and execute a successful adaptation, to changing conditions. 

If it was clear the other lines of farming were now proving more 

profitable, why was not the transition or adaptation carried out more 

quickly? On just this point the authorities seem to take quite different 

views. Professor Ashworth, for instance, holds that "... agriculture 

was still open to the same criticisms as forty years earlier: more 

V adaptable to economic conditions that it had been but still not 

adaptable enough; still too content to pay worse wages for worse labour 

than other industries; still too slow to seek out and apply new knowledge. 

104 
Fletcher, Economic History Review, Vol. XIII, p. 430. 

"^"Villiam Ashworth, An Economic History of England 1870-1939 
(London: Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1963), p. 70. 
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On the other hand there is a second argument, perhaps best represented 

by Professor Fletcher who points out that 

. . . the short answer is that time was needed to distinguish 
an apparent cycle from an unmistakeably secular trend, and it 
may be argued that a certain rigidity, nor merely of system but 
of mind, was the penalty paid by the third generation for the 
undoubted success of their forebears''Norfolk system.'" 

Even this more moderate view of Fletcher, recognizing as it does 

the subjective element in evaluating the efforts toward adaptation, does 

not seem to be sufficiently kind to the farming populace of the period. 

Adaptation to major shifts in economic emphasis arc costly and 

painful for any society. One need only consider for a moment the 

agricultural problem in the United States, or the high tariff wall on 

many products, to conclude that those economic interests that will be 

effected will, if they are able, resist such major changes. One x^ould 

hardly expect less resistance to change on the part of the English wheat 

farmer. Granting that the repeal of the corn laws was a formal recogni

tion of the declining political power of the landed classes, this 

phenomenon had occurred some forty years before the first agricultural 

depression was felt. For many generations the landed class had wielded 

considerable political influence and it is not too much of a strain on 

reason to argue that the farming interests might well have thought that 

some form of protection could be had if the going got too rough. Even 

though the free trade doctrine was dominating the times, one perhaps 

doubts that to the contemporaries it was necessarily a foregone conclusion 

that such thinking would at all times dominate the political efforts of 

Englishmen. It is quite one matter for contemporaries, with their for

tunate hindsight, to note that "... the period (1873-1914) has value 

106 
Fletcher, Economic History Review, Vol. XIII, p. 431. 
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as a polar case in agriculture, in that there has been no other period 

or country in which the government has stuck steadfastly to a laissez 

faire policy in the face of a drastic drop in wheat prices and rapidly 

107 increasing imports," and, on the other hand, for contemporaries of 

that period to realize that this was in fact to be the commitment of 

the government during those years. 

Professor Hills notes that in this period the "... predominant 

voting power had passed to the towns . . . that the interest of the 

nation was almost wholly concentrated on the headlong rush of industrial 

108 
development." The provision of cheap and abundant foods for the 

industrial workers was an essential ingredient in this development 

process. It is probably true that to most contemporaries, free trade 

had become something akin to an immutable dogma. Farming, to these 

interests, was of little consequence. A source of cheap and abundant 

foodstuffs was of paramount importance to those committed to the new 

order. 

It was against this sort of political and economic thought that 

the English farmer found himself aligned. To some extent he could 

arouse a limited amount of support, perhaps more stemming from those 

who wished to preserve the 'rural culture' than from those seriously 

concerned with the problems of agriculture. Even for those seriously 

concerned with agricultural problems, they simply lacked the political 

strength to seek the only sort of legislation that might have made the 

transition more acceptable to the English farmer, namely some form of 

limited and temporary protection. One might well argue that the future 

Olsen and C. C. Harris, "Free Trade in 'Corn': A Statistical 
Study of the Prices and Production of Wheat in Great Britain From 1873 
to 1914," Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 73 (February, 1959), p. 146. 

l08Mills, p. 26. 
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expected income stream from industrialization was not sufficiently 

discounted with the costs to the agricultural society of attaining 

• that goal. 

Further, English agriculture, and most of all the wheat economy, 

was extremely tradition bound. This was true not merely with regard to 

conditions of cultivation but also with regard to the entire social 

and cultural structure of the agricultural society. Some of these 

traditions, such as landlord tenant relationships, proved difficult 

to change. One suspects that the farming community was not as market 

oriented as the emerging industrial sector at home, or the agricultural 

sectors in regions of recent settlement where farmers were to a much 

greater extent free from tradition. English agriculture was an 'old' 

sector, one that was surrounded with traditions and perhaps a dangerous 

nostalgia for the past 'golden age.' Adaptation under these conditions 

was difficult. 

Seldom is the role of apologists a very comfortable one, but in 

this case it seems that judgment of the English farmer should be tempered 

with these broader factors. One needs, it seems, when discussing the 

manner in which economic agents respond, to be more cognizant of the 

forces impinging upon the economic agent. That is to say, it is quite 

obvious to those of us looking back over the economic history of the 

period to see what steps were necessary for the English wheat farmer 

to take in order to make an appropriate adjustment to changing conditions. 

Yet to the contemporary farmer of those days it was not so obvious that 

a drastic change would be necessary. Economic adjustment takes time 

and to some extent the rapidity with which adjustment takes place is 

determined by noneconomic factors. 
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Finally, one might ask whether or not the period of adjustment, 

say a period of 25 years, was of exorbitant length or not. A number of 

arguments, it seems might be raised on the issue. Two in particular seem 

significant to this writer. 

First, the 25 year period was not one in which there was a constant 

deterioration in the price level of the traditional arable crops. It 

will be remembered that the period from 1S73 to 1896 is discussed 

in terms of two major downswings in the price level accompanied by large 

imports in response to exceptionally poor harvests in Eng.rn.nd. Follow

ing the first major decline, there was a short period of revival during 

the late eighties when prices picked up and the total area under wheat, 

for instance, showed an increase. Moreover, agriculture had grown 

accustomed to prosperity since the late 1840's. In some measure this 

would explain the reaction of the Duke's Commission; that is, to 

cite bad weather and falling prices as the chief reasons for the depressed 

state of the agricultural interests. This analysis seemed to receive 

support when in the late eighties there was a rise in the price level 

for wheat and the area under corn cultivation increased. Further, and 

as noted above, the shifting focus of the economy during this period 

had much more than simply economic implications for the English farmer. 

It also meant diminishing political, social and cultural power and influ

ence. From a political economy point of viev.T, it is only to be expected 

that the farmer would wish to try and maintain his former stature in 

English society. This meant, in fact, maintaining the traditional rural 

society and agriculture, the very social and economic base that the 

necessary adjustments were to largely destroy. It is not likely that 
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the English fanner, and in particular the landowner, was oblivious 

to such considerations. Thus it would seem that the cyclical pattern 

of agricultural prices may have provided some fuel to the hopes of the 

English wheal farmer. 

Secondly, one wonders how rapid an adjustment might be expected when 

a major sector of an economy is being pushed into a less significant 

role. Contemporary writers, and perhaps most of all those of western 

industrialized nations, seem to carry their culture with them when 

evaluating economic history. Contemporary societies in the western 

industrialized world have an amazing capacity for economic adjustment. 

This was well reflected in conversion to war production during the 1940's 

(even though this adaptive ability, with all it implies for mobility, 

developed markets, etc. may not be put to use in peace-time to the 

extent that some would like). However, one should be careful when 

discussing economic history not to implicitly carry such an assumption 

backward into time. Historically, it was probably this very period when 

England was developing a capacity for economic adjustment that is any

thing like what contemporaries think of as mobility of economic factors. 

This is particularly true in the case of the agricultural sector which 

had, only some thirty years earlier, been thrown open to an international 

market. Even then'it was not seriously affected by free trade until 

the seventies when transportation developments were to open up 

western Europe and the British Isles as a market for the 'new' regions 

of the world. The English farmer was not very practices in such major 

adjustments in his economic role as was required of him at this time. 

Considering such factors, one cannot help but wonder if the more fair 
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judgment xrould be that the adaptation was, in fact, somewhat more 

rapid than might be expected. The adjustment meant the undoing of 

generations of tradition as well as a major alteration in the role of 

the farmer in English society. Contemporary hindsight may be afflicted 

with some measure of impatience that is not inducive to fair evaluation. 

Perhaps the economist who looks to the past may learn to more readily 

appreciate the non-economic factors that impinge upon the very economic 

phenomenon that are the object of his study. 

In summary, then, the declining position of the English agricultural 

sector can be traced to the gradual shifting outward of the extensive 

margin of agriculture away from the metropolis. It was the recent 

settlement and the accompanying expansion of internal and sea transport 

facilities in overseas areas that was to permit this shift of the 

extensive margin of agriculture. The English farmer, being closer to 

the metropolis, expanded the land area of intensive farming. 

The immediate cause of the shift on the part of the English farmer 

was the combination of inclement weather and increasing agricultural 

imports, particularly wheat. 

The depressed conditions, most clearly represented by the wheat 

districts, was*to force a shift from arable farming to livestock, 

market gardening, poultry raising, fruit raising, dairying and pasture. 

This transition brought about drastic changes in the use of land, as well 

as in the size of holdings, the nature of those who tilled the land, 

and the contribution of agriculture to the total value of goods and 

services of the English nation. 

Accompanying the relative decline in the economic position of 

the English farmer, was a relative decline in his political, social 
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and cultural role in English society. These factors were so much a part 

of the general response of the economic agent that conclusions drawn only 

with regard to the economic behavior of the agent are likely to be 

misleading. 

The adjustment from extensive to intensive agriculture stimulated 

a major reallocation of labour from the farm into subsidiary industries 

or into major industries and mining. The rising political significance 

of the labouring class in English society is reflected in the fact 

that such a major reallocation could be carried out while yet maintain

ing increases in money income with a falling price level. Thus the 

labouring class as a whole experienced significant gains in real income 

throughout the 25-year period and derived considerable advantage from 

a greater quantity of food at lower prices. This was a significant 

change from earlier periods of feast and famine supply conditions 

accompanied by sharp price movements. 

The hardest hit of the agricultural classes were the landowners. 

Not only were his' rent returns to fall precipitously, but land values 

were also falling drastically, reducing by very large amounts the capi

talized value of the landowners holdings. 

By 1896, or shortly thereafter, it is clear that the major adjust

ments had been made and were reasonably widespread. Excepting wartime, 

English agriculture never regained anything like its former position 

in the economy. 

As to an evaluation of the rapidity or success of the adjustment 

efforts over the 25-year period, this writer contends that contemporary 

judgments are probably too harsh and perhaps tinged with some impatience 
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stemming from a tendency to carry implicit assumptions back into economic 

history. It is suggested that it would not be unreasonable to argue 

that the transition period for agriculture was rather quickly carried 

out if one takes into consideration all factors impinging on the economic 

agents of the agricultural sector. 

The von Thunen hypothesis, then, would seem to be a perfectly use

ful schema for the discussion of major changes in agricultural activity. 

At least this would- appear to be the case for the period and conditions 

under investigation. It offers a coherent and theoretically useful schema 

for the gathering of data and the explanation of economic phenomenon. 

While it does stress locational factors -- primarily distance from the 

metropolis -- to the exclusion of other considerations, it does not appear 

that the simplification is overemphasized in the case of agricultural 

developments. The schema is perfectly flexible and can be adjusted, 

as von Thunen himself adjusted it, to various assumptions regarding 

transportation, markets, and technology. In the period under consider

ation, then, the schema assists a great deal in providing a theoretical 

structure that lends greater understanding to the changing patterns 

of agricultural production in England. 

Placed in a somewhat broader context the plight of the English farmer 

and the fact that he was denied any significant relief is but a reflection 

of the commitment of England to an externally oriented economy. The 

object of economic policy was to integrate the Empire into an economic 

trading block capable of yielding the advantages of international trade 

promised by the doctrine of comparative advantage. With this orientation, 

and with the powerful representation of this view in the government, it 



is not at all surprising that the English farmer's plaint fell on deaf 

ears. If England was to build a vast network of international inter-

dependency in xvhich she served as the supplier of manufactured goods, 

agricultural interests in England were clearly secondary. Cheap and 

plentiful foodstuffs were desired and this meant dependency upon foreign 

sources rather than upon domestic production. 

It is clear that the English farmer was the 'sacrificial lamb' 

under this economic policy, it is also true that England has become 

somex'/hat 'sacrificial' herself. Her dependency upon foreign sources 

of supply, and the further implicit assumption that naval poxvcr could 

be maintained in order to keep supply lines open, was to give cause for 

considerable alarm during the x/ars of the twentieth century. Further, 

it is abundantly clear that the policy which England opted for x-;as to 

push her further axvTay from affiliation with the continent. This ampli

cation of her policy choice largely explains the difficulties she has 

faced in trying to deal with the Common Market in the post-x^ar period. 

It is clear now, although it may not have been quite so clear in the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century, that the gains to be realized 

from international interdependency and the empire system should have 

been discounted somewhat for the responsibilities that the empire system 

brought to England. Accepting these responsibilities has placed a restraint 

on post-war English economic policy that has made some people wonder as 

to the xtfisdom of the earlier commitment to international interdependency. 

Short- or intermediate-run decisions have a peculiar x-/ay of taking on a 

different meaning over the very long-run. Economic history is a very 

good place to learn the lesson. 
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