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Overview

‘You can say labourin’s the hardest graft as a man can have. When yo’re used to it yo’ don’t feel it so much - is mostly work and bed…’

For the majority of family historians, the discovery of the agricultural labourer or ‘ag lab’ in your ancestry is a very common occurrence. Those with ordinary ancestors will discover their existence early in their research and confirm the occupation recorded in birth, marriage and death certificates, on census returns and in parish register entries.

Incidentally, ‘ag lab’ was not found before the 1841 census returns; it was an abbreviated occupational term recommended for use by the enumerators. Before 1841 they were referred to as farm labourers, farm servants, ‘servants of husbandry’ or perhaps some other descriptive term which identifies those who worked on the land. Family historians still perpetuate ‘ag lab’ and in so doing it suggests some form of ‘romance’ about their ancestors.

Unlike many occupational groups, there is no single set of records which enables us to find out about their lives. There is however, a great adventure in researching a huge variety of records that build a picture of the life of an ‘ag lab’ giving an insight into the ups and downs of their daily life.

Some researchers think that agricultural labouring families did not generate many records but from the early 1800s onwards it is quite possible to locate documents amongst family papers such as letters, trade union and friendly society membership information and even the occasional photograph. To build up a full picture of their lives it is important to consult the multitude of documents which survive including those generated by the farmers, the landed estates, the Poor Law authorities and the government, many of which are name rich and provide valuable historical information about the humble agricultural labourer.

The agricultural industry was both labour-intensive and seasonal. Not all of those employed had a secure job; many were only employed on a casual or at best, a daily, weekly or on an annual basis. Many had to supplement their incomes by involvement in cottage industries such as lace making or straw plaiting. Even very young children attended the ‘plait schools’ and became adept at their craft.

Up until the end of the First World War the working classes within rural communities were frequently subject to the controls of those who owned the land. Land owners, besides being their employers, were the local magistrates before whom they would appear if caught poaching; landlords who chided them if they could not afford to pay their rents on time; churchwardens who questioned them if they missed church or overseers of the poor to whom they applied for parish poor relief when they could not make ends meet.

Records of the courts, particularly the Quarter Sessions, will detail proceedings for petty criminal offences such as poaching and civil matters such as licensing, in the case of a gamekeeper for example. Local newspapers can reveal a wealth of information about the agricultural labourer, including court appearances, often in more detail than the official records, details of local union meetings, unrest, bad harvests, epidemics, social conditions and many other issues relating to their way of life.

Local farmers, landowners and agricultural estates kept records and diaries about the operation of their farms including information about wages, cottage rents and transfers of workers to other areas. These provide clues about the many farm workers who moved significant distances whilst working for the same employer.

When Queen Victoria came to the throne in 1837, over half of her subjects were reliant upon agriculture for their livelihood despite the industrial revolution making England one of the world’s prominent industrial societies. Typically, most of the population of any village were involved with the agricultural industry in one capacity or another. If they were not directly employed on the farm then their skills supported the farming system, the blacksmith, the carpenter, the wheelwright, the miller, the saddler and cordwainer; all of these too were reliant upon the prosperity of the rural community for their own well-being.

Commercially, farms were linked by a network of markets ranging from the weekly cattle markets and ancient fairs to the annual hiring fairs and newer corn exchanges. The regional market towns became social places as well as the main centre for business. They were frequented by farm workers and their families as well as the farmers and landowners themselves.

Despite industrialisation, the Victorian countryside remained largely unaffected by ‘mechanisation’. It was not until the later part of the 1850s that the impact of agricultural machinery was felt despite the introduction much earlier of the threshing machine and steam power. The Victorian countryside also remained a fairly tranquil place largely unaffected by the events of the outside world. Not so the economy.

In rural communities, the calm was shattered by gangs of men, who, throughout the 1830s and 1840s caused unrest, burned hayricks and even rioted because of low wages and the constant threat of unemployment. Continued actions gave rise in 1872 to the establishment of the National Agricultural Labourers Union. Within two years of its formation, the union had a membership of over 87,000 (about one tenth of the farming work force). Despite a prolonged strike in 1874 which drained union funds, the union prospered and by the end of the First World War membership was still in excess of 100,000.

Life for the agricultural labourer was never easy. Most would be living in a small ‘two up two down’ rented or tied cottage. Families often had upwards of nine or ten children. Upstairs the farmer and his wife and the younger children slept in one bedroom and the older children slept in the other with male and female areas divided by curtains. In some cases, children would sleep downstairs or be boarded out with elderly people in the village. Some moved away as domestic servants or apprentices. Downstairs, was the parlour which was the centre of family activities. To the rear was a workroom where tools were stored and boots repaired. Most cottages also had a small allotment attached where the ‘ag lab’ could grow his own vegetables and perhaps rear a pig or two.

Being itinerant by nature many agricultural labourers sought alternative employment on the railways and in industrial areas. Migration was at its highest from the mid to end of the 19th century. There was the lure to the new industrial areas of the north. Whole families packed up and left for a new life in these areas. Some even emigrated. Land grants in America were very attractive and assistance from the Poor Law authorities meant emigration to Australia was virtually free, for those who wanted to take the chance.

The fact that agricultural labourers existed means that they are well documented, so how do you find out about their lives? Building a picture of your labouring ancestor is more than possible provided you take time to delve into the many contemporary records and realise that their lives would have been affected by the social and economic conditions of the time. If you don’t look, you will never know how often your ancestor is mentioned.

It was not unusual for some agricultural labourers to rise to tenant farmers particularly after enclosure or as they strived to better themselves. Some also inherited money or an interest in land, but in reality, they were merely smallholders or crofters. You may find reference in your research to an agricultural labourer being referred to as ‘yeoman’ which was often an elevated occupation title! It seems opportune therefore, to include information about ‘farmers’ and ‘yeomen’ who, like agricultural labourers were frequently tied to the land and although having a slightly higher status, were still subservient to the large estate owners. Many tenant farmers or yeomen were relatively poor and not much more affluent than the average agricultural labourer.

Like many, I discovered the existence of a large number of both adult and child agricultural labourer ancestors in both my paternal and maternal ancestry, particularly throughout the mid/late 1700s, in the Victorian period and up to the First World War. I set out in my research to see just exactly what documented evidence existed in relation to my own ancestry and was amazed at the amount of information I was able to find about them. Like many, I initially felt that because they were from the lower and poorer social classes they could not possibly figure in many historical records.

I was extremely surprised to find large amounts of information. Inspired by the popularity of my talks on the subject and the curiosity of other researchers who have, like me, agricultural labouring ancestors, this is now the third and much enlarged edition of My Ancestor was an Agricultural Labourer.

This latest edition greatly expands information in regard to lifestyle as well as the associated records. Many more records have now become available online and doubtless will continue to do so. This edition looks in greater depth at the life of the labourer and the social environment in which they lived. It delves more into the lives of agricultural labourers and their families, as well as looking in depth at how to research your agricultural labouring ancestors using the many different records which contain valuable information.

Having listened to various comments at talks and lectures I have expanded the content of this edition to include information earlier than the Victorian period and also commented upon the crossover from labourer to farmer which sometimes occurred. You will find this book to be a comprehensive guide which will be a very useful aid as you seek out the records that will put the flesh on the bones of your ‘ag lab’ ancestors. In doing so I hope it reminds you that if you do not look you will not find. Even if you do look, some of the mentioned records covering your ancestors’ location may not have survived or contain the information that you require. One thing is however certain, that you will gain a greater insight about the plight of the families and hopefully gain an empathy with what life was like for them through time and have a greater understanding of the historical context of the various records.


Historical background

Between 1750 and 1850, the English population nearly tripled from around 5.5 million to about 16.5 million. All the people had to be fed from what was then the domestic food supply. Imported foodstuffs did not become prevalent until the later 1800s. Homeland production of food was achieved through intensive farming and land reclamation from the Fens, woodlands, and upland pastures. Wheat and rye replaced barley as the main crops grown in arable areas. Legumes led to sustainable increased yields which combined with improved farm machinery and the re- organising of labour, meant that increased production needed less manpower, freeing labour for non-agricultural work. By 1850 Britain had the smallest proportion of its population engaged in farming of any country in the world.

This period included a twenty-year depression in agriculture that started with the end of the Napoleonic Wars and lasted until 1836. This depression was considered severe and both landlords and tenants suffered financial ruin to the extent that large areas of farmland were abandoned. This highlighted a long-standing series of problems encountered in the archaic system of landlord and tenant trying to make the newer farms viable and the situation even caused concern in Parliament. The system began to improve when legislation was introduced distinguishing between farm improvements that the tenant should fund, and those the landlord should fund.
From the end of the depression in 1836 until Parliament repealed the Corn Laws in 1846, agriculture flourished. The repeal of the Corn Laws steadied prices with agriculture remaining prosperous. Parliament was concerned with the issue of tenant right, i.e. the money paid to an outgoing tenant for farm improvements that he made and compensation for the crops he left in the ground at termination of the tenancy. This was affected by local custom which inevitably varied depending upon location. In 1848 a parliamentary committee examined the possibility of a standardised system, but this was not passed as legislation until 1875.

Between 1850 and 1939 there were various depressions in British agriculture affected by many economic factors all of which had a large effect on our farm labour ancestors.

Following the American Civil War and with new steam-powered railways and ships, the United States was exporting masses of cereals whilst, at the same time, Britain suffered a series of poor harvests. By 1891 refrigerated ships were bringing frozen meat from Australia, New Zealand and South America to Britain at which point Parliament intervened to support home farming. The Agricultural Holdings (England) Act 1875 revamped the law on tenant right. It also gave tenants the right to remove fixtures they had provided, increased the period of a Notice to Quit from six months to twelve, and instigated a disputes procedure.

This legislation was not popular amongst farmers and some landlords refused to let land on a tenancy but instead contracted out the labour to contract farmers. In a turnaround Parliament responded with another act, the Agricultural Holdings (England) Act 1883, preventing the contracting out on terms which were less favourable than a normal tenancy. Subsequent Agricultural Holdings Acts further refined the disputes procedure and allowed tenants to choose the types of crops they grew except in the last year of the tenancy. They also prevented prohibitive rents being charged except in special circumstances. Eventually the mass of legislation was consolidated in another Act of 1908.

Another improvement during this period was the establishment of the Board of Agriculture in 1889. Although food rationing during the First World War did not occur until the end of 1917 and throughout 1918, the Ministry of Food was created in 1916. There was a national feeling that a man who had fought for his country should be entitled to retire to a smallholding on British land that would provide him with a livelihood. This led to various initiatives, collectively called ‘Homes for Heroes’. By 1926 agricultural law was set in place to favour of ex-servicemen. County Councils had compulsory purchase powers to requisition land they could let as smallholdings and ex-servicemen were the preferred tenants. The tenant could then buy the land and could ask the Council to lend them money to fund the purchase as a mortgage. The Council could not refuse without the Minister of Agriculture’s permission.


1 - The agricultural labourer


How were your rural ancestors employed?

Have you ever seen fields where local village families were working alongside each other at harvest time or come face to face with plough horses on a country lane returning from the fields? Perhaps never, but this would have been a very common everyday occurrence for our ancestors up to the First World War. Farming has always been subject to change but in the late 19th century, and to some extent in the early 20th century, that change was rapid and would have been reflected in the way the agricultural community lived. I am glad I have ancestors who were involved in those changes and can imagine the trials and tribulations that they encountered. Farming techniques and advancements visible today would have been incomprehensible in the days of our ancestors.

For the majority of family historians, the discovery of the agricultural labourer usually described as an ‘ag lab’ is a very common occurrence. Those with rural ancestors will quickly discover their existence as they research and discover the occupation recorded in mid to late 19th century (or even 20th century) birth, marriage and death certificates, on the Victorian census returns and in virtually every rural parish register. How many times have you read in the Rank, Profession or Occupation column of any census return the description ‘ag lab’ and thought that there was little else to find out about him? How wrong you are.

Until mechanisation the agricultural industry was both labour-intensive and seasonal. Not all of those employed on farms had a secure job. Many were only employed on a casual, daily, weekly or annual basis. Most families had to supplement their main incomes by working in rural crafts and cottage industries such as lace making, basketry or straw plaiting. Even very young children had to contribute to the family income by necessity. As you will see later many families left the land for the so-called security of urban industrial jobs sometimes with a detrimental effect on their health and well-being.
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1. A typical agricultural labourer and his family.

In some areas the term ‘farm servant’ is used instead of ‘agricultural labourer’ as there were various regional differences between the two types of worker:


Farm servant or agricultural labourer

Until the middle of the nineteenth century, farm service was common employment for rural youngsters of working age with many wanting to escape the crowded cottage of the average agricultural worker family. In some circumstances the children of tenant farmers as well as the agricultural labouring poor also went into farm service. Both they and their families benefited from the youngster being housed and fed by the farmer whilst learning the skills on the job. Importantly they gained freedom from parental control and could broaden their horizons and freely mix with other workers. Many would, during their time as farm servants, work on several farms, normally within a 10 to 15 miles radius of their parents’ home. In many cases farm servants were well fed, which would relieve their own parents of a responsibility to do so. Many a farmer’s wife would ‘mother’ them and make sure they had decent clothes and perhaps even an education in the evening or through the Sunday School movement.

Farm Servants were normally engaged for a short period of time usually no longer than a year at a time. There were no set working hours for a farm servant and they had to be available when required.

They were usually contracted at the hiring fairs and in many rural communities this was an expected career path. The terms of the agreed contract related to a wage with board and lodging. Farm service in some areas effectively reached its high point in the mid-18th century although it survived throughout much of the 19th century, and in some northern areas of the country into the 20th century.
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2. Farm servants contract dated 1817.

The Farm Servant was often considered to be a little further up in the pecking order than an agricultural labourer. If single, he usually ‘lived-in’ with his bed and board being associated with his employment. If married, he would normally have been provided with a house or a cottage, and maybe some grazing rights or strip of land to use as an allotment thus being able to provide for the family. Weekly cash wages were often less than 40% of total income. Hiring could be a continuation of existing employment or a new contract established at a ‘hiring fair’, and was normally for a one-year period, or in some northern localities six or nine months.

In some northern counties, the Farm Servant was sometimes referred to as a ‘confined man’ a status many thrived on. Many became skilled as horsemen or experts in livestock husbandry which, because of those skills, gave them the added ability to be employed continuously and to move to pastoral farming areas after being trained.

Many farmers developed a paternal responsibility towards their servants but by the turn of the 20th century most farmers were not sharing their homes with their employees. Even as early as the 1850s a Kent based cleric offered advice to local farmers who were toying with the idea of hiring farm servants. He set out a few suggestions and ideals. They should be of good character and would go to church regularly and that there is nothing wrong in showing disappointment if he did not go. There should be no bad language. They should show manners and the farmer should enquire about their homes and parents, thus trying to show the servant that he was their friend rather than master. ‘A sober kind word of advice may just serve to check them in time when they are rushing into danger’. - The Kentish Gazette - June 1850.

The Agricultural Labourer on the other hand, was paid a day or weekly wage, hired annually or for even a shorter or casual term as and when work was needed. Ag Labs seem to be more synonymous with arable farming and as such were a more common occurrence in the southern counties. He or she did not usually receive accommodation and could have operated as part of an agricultural gang.

The agricultural labourer was usually married and resided with his family in a cottage or house off the farm or on its perimeter and worked for a weekly wage, although again only paid for the hours for which they worked. In a closed village, labourers’ cottages would have been part of the contract and usually in the village or on the farm on which the labourer worked.

This dual system of servant or labourer prevailed well into the 20th century. For the period most of us are interested in, occupations as recorded in the census enable us to make the distinction between the two different types of employee and will certainly enable us to clarify who was where and when.

In times when labour was scarce and wages consequently higher, farmers wanted a system that enabled them to hold on to a captive workforce throughout the year at relatively low cost. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, as English farming was severely affected by the importation of foreign grain and foodstuffs, labour became plentiful and cheap and the system gradually died out in many parts of England. It subsequently became more profitable for the farmer to fully employ only those workers that were essential for the day-to-day running of the farm, such as carters, shepherds or cowmen, and to engage casual labour for other seasonal work such as ploughing or for the harvest.


Specialist labour on a farm

Within the agricultural community there was clearly a hierarchy amongst the labourers where those who were specialists held a higher ranking than the ordinary farm worker.

The farming year in arable areas centred on the operations to ensure a good harvest. In pastoral areas the work was continuous. Some of the more common processes and skills which our farm worker ancestors would have been involved in on a day to day basis are described below.


The horseman and associated workers

The horseman was skilled at his job and normally began work at about 4am/5am to prepare the horses for the day’s work. The horses had to be fed in time to digest their food before being turned out. As the horses worked a good eight-hour day their morning feed had to be substantial enough to carry them through the day. The feed was usually chaff - the cut hay and straw. The horseman had to check the condition of their shoes particularly on the heavy horse and also prepare the harness for the plough beasts and those pulling the farm wagons and carts. The plough and trace harnesses were essentially different. Although not considered to be a farrier or shoeing smith, the horseman was required to know or learn about horses and their health and be expected to tend a sick animal if a vet was not available.

For many years horse power was the basic element of farm work. Horses performed many varied tasks and had to be in tip top condition. Without them the operation of the farm was hindered. The horse keeper on a farm also frequently worked the horses besides caring for them.

Some farms also had or employed the services of a wagoner and a wagoner’s boy. These were the labourers responsible for looking after the various ploughs, farm wagons and carts and making sure they were available for operations such as ploughing, reaping, harvesting, harrowing, muck spreading etc. They also acted, in many rural communities, as a carter.


The shepherd

Many of our ancestors would have been working with livestock particularly sheep. Some are elusive and don’t appear on the census returns but, in any case, it was a solitary occupation so it would be unwise not to make mention of the shepherd, who was rarely seen because he spent many days in a hut somewhere in the middle of a field. In reality his work never ended as sheep needed constant care. After lambing such processes as tar potting and marking, tail docking, washing and shearing took the shepherd’s time. The shearing tools were often handed down from generation to generation, as shepherding perhaps above all the agricultural labourer’s tasks was traditional in families and followed by several generations. Shepherding is however one of the most recorded occupations of the agricultural labourer. Many are credited with a great deal of wisdom. ‘Talks with Shepherds’ by Walter Johnson was based upon conversations he had from 1899 onwards as he travelled around the country trying to note interesting stories many told by men of eighty or ninety years of age.

The shepherd like many agricultural labourers included amongst his workwear a smock which reached down below his knees and was usually of bleached linen. This was superseded in the post First World war period by corduroy trousers and gaiters but many still wore a smock over the top. Smocks had deep pockets in which the shepherd could carry the rabbits he trapped.
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3. Shepherd.

The principal symbol of a shepherd was his crook of which there were two types, a small iron crook to hold a sheep’s leg once caught and a larger one, perhaps the more traditional to hold it around the neck. These were only used in certain parts of the country. Some crooks were simple in shape but others were fashioned by the local blacksmith or in some areas by a specialist crook maker. Handles were made from hazel with cast iron heads.

Hurdle makers (another skill of some agricultural labourers) often followed the shepherd because as the shepherd moved his flock from one grazing area to another, hurdles were used as temporary fencing and old-style shepherding needed a constant supply of hurdles.

Because of the nature of his job a shepherd’s hut (which was a portable building) was a familiar sight. Each lambing season it was taken, usually by a single farm horse, to the site and it became his living quarters for the season. It was well equipped with the tools of the trade and had windows on each side so the shepherd could watch the flock wherever they were. It was basic but equipped with a heater. It also had a stable type door so that the top part could be left open to enable him to hear his flock as well as see them. There would also be a good supply of candles, medication and other items to use on the sheep in times of illness.

As the census was taken at about the time the lambing season was in full swing, it was not unusual for the shepherd to be ‘missing’ from the census as some enumerators did not know of the existence of the shepherd’s hut and thus it proved more difficult to obtain the information necessary to complete the return.

The shepherding year commenced in September with a system known as folding which continued throughout October and November. Sheep were concentrated in a particular area so their manure would condition fields that would later be sown with crops. Hurdles were used to keep the sheep in place. Ewes were introduced to rams for ‘tupping’ (mating) and successful mating was noted by the transfer of paint on the ram to the ewe. By the end of the year the rams and ewes were separated in preparation for lambing time. Lambing occurred in early spring and either the shepherd lived with the flock in the open or they were confined to a lambing yard. Most lambs were born during the night in whatever environment they were in. Women often helped the shepherds to feed or nurse lambs as many were orphans or rejected by their mothers. Some could be fostered but it was the shepherd’s skill that matched lamb to ewe so that they would take to each other.

In many areas the lambs’ tails were docked at about two weeks. After this they were marked to denote ownership, usually with tar or coloured paint. The colours used meant something to the shepherd who may have coloured them depending upon sex, what their future use would be etc.

Sheep washing took place before shearing to reduce the amount of lanolin in the fleece - interesting because sheep hate water! Sheep were then shorn about a fortnight after washing and then dipped which meant they were immersed in insecticide. In the earlier times hand shearing of sheep was common, usually undertaken by the shepherd himself but with the advent of clippers the process was much quicker and frequently undertaken by travelling gangs of professional shearers who travelled from farm to farm usually prior to the harvest in June/early July. These gangs were sometimes from as far afield as Australia and New Zealand and may be amongst our ancestry.


Husbandman

Many of us will have come across this occupation not least because many poor law apprenticeships of children were in the art of husbandry. Animal husbandry is the branch of agriculture concerned with animals that are raised predominantly for both for meat and milk. It includes day-to-day care, breeding and the raising of livestock together with a responsibility in many instances for the dairy and the production of milk for distribution. The occupation is closely associated with pastoral farming but it was construed as a general term used in apprenticeship records for those being apprenticed on a farm so could equally apply to arable farm areas.

Pastoral farming relates to the breeding of livestock for meat and milk, and provides for a substantial amount of farm labour. Husbandmen looked after the common meat animals including cattle, pigs, sheep and poultry.

Traditionally, animal husbandry was part of the agricultural labourer’s or subsistence farmer’s way of life, producing the food needed by the family and community as well as transport and draught power. Wagons, carts and ploughs were not only drawn by horses but also frequently drawn by oxen and cows. Killing the animal for food was a secondary consideration, and wherever possible its products, such as milk, were collected while the animal was still alive. Once they became deadstock then meat, leather, hides etc could be sold commercially.

The improvements in animal husbandry following the medieval period in Britain went hand in hand with other developments such as improvements to the plough which allowed the soil to be tilled to a greater depth. Horses eventually took over from oxen as the main providers of traction. New ideas on crop rotation were developed and the growing of crops for winter fodder gained ground. This is where the crossover to arable farming occurs as peas, beans and similar crops became common ultimately increasing soil fertility allowing more livestock to be kept.

The work was as arduous as any involved in arable farming. A typical day started with milking at 5am for the 7am milk round which was repeated later at 4pm. In addition, the animals had to be cleaned before milking; the churns, kits and strainers had to be scalded and bedding replaced. Later, around 1880, strict regulations came into force and a milk-testing scheme was introduced. The heyday of husbandry sometimes referred to as cow keeping was before the 1914-1918 war. Then the women were left to run the dairies on their own (see dairy maid).


Gamekeepers

It was not unusual for an agricultural labourer to take on the role of, or become, a gamekeeper (often abbreviated to keeper). He was a person who managed an area of countryside to make sure there is enough game for the sport of shooting, or fish for angling, and who actively managed areas of woodland, moorland, waterway or farmland for the benefit of game birds, deer, fish and wildlife in general. Typically, a gamekeeper was employed by a landowner, and often in the UK, by a country estate, to prevent poaching, to rear and release game birds such as pheasants and partridge, eradicate pests, encourage and manage wild red grouse, to control predators such as foxes, to manage habitats to suit game, and to monitor the health of the game.

The whole process of gamekeeping was controlled by a series of legislation, the most important being the 1671 Act of Parliament which allowed gentlemen above the rank of ‘esquire’ to kill game and appoint a gamekeeper to preserve game on his property. A further Act in 1683 gave gamekeepers legal powers to obtain a licence from Magistrates to confiscate guns and apprehend poachers during daylight hours.

By the late 18th century gamekeeping had become a specialist profession for which training establishments provided qualifications. Many agricultural labourers aspired to the job and moved up the social chain as a result.

Tradition was that by the end of 19th century the head gamekeeper on the estate entered the dining room at the end of dinner to announce the day’s bag. He carried a large flask of brandy on shoots to be used as a ‘pick me up’ and usually turned a blind eye to agricultural labourers who took the odd rabbit ‘for the pot’. Many gamekeepers were from the same social group or were indeed at one time ‘ag labs’. Not so for the itinerant travellers or poachers.

The head keeper by tradition was frequently invited to marriages of the family who employed him and he was often invited to be the MC at the reception. They taught the landowners’ sons how to shoot and this sealed the traditional bond between landowner/keeper which usually resulted in close friendships and confidences and where many landowners looked upon the gamekeepers for advice on all aspects of country lore. When a landowner died the body was guarded by the gamekeepers when it ‘lay in state’ in the landowner’s house.

The number of gamekeepers employed has fluctuated over the years:

• 1800 - 8,500
• 1850 - 16,000
• 1900 - 17,000
• 1911 - 23,000
• 1939 - 10,000

Like servants there was also a distinct hierarchy amongst the gamekeeping fraternity. On the larger estates the gamekeepers were ranked as follows:

Head Gamekeeper - in charge of the game department on an estate
Second Keeper
Foreman Keeper - shoot manager
Beat Keeper - in charge of the beat section
Under Keeper
Junior Keeper - assisting the head or beat keeper
Dog Boy - trainee learning how to manage the dogs
Single-Handed Keeper - responsible for the organisation of a shoot
Beater - livening up the game on shoot days

In earlier times the gamekeepers lived in ordinary estate cottages, usually with land attached for kennels and storage. Purpose-built keeper’s cottages existed from the early 1800s. The keeper’s cottages were usually built in strategic locations around an estate. On many estates the head keepers were provided with a ‘mini mansion’ close to the main estate house or farm complex.

Like most employed on the land, many gamekeepers migrated in the early 19th century often travelling great distances to gain experience, seek promotion, were transferred by landowner to a different estate or to avoid the wrath of poachers.

The job was usually slightly better paid than the ordinary agricultural labourer and had various perks such as a free house and fuel, clothing and transport. They could sell rabbit, moleskins and fox furs as well as birds feathers, had ‘head and tail’ keepers payments for killing vermin and they often received sick pay and a ‘pension’ something which was a distant dream to most labourers.

The responsibilities of a gamekeeper in the early 1800s were to take care of the pheasantry, breed, rear and pinion young gold and silver pheasants, kill as many rabbits as possible by every sort of means, destroy vermin and to have 2s.6d. for every fox and 6d. for every stoat, hawk or bird of prey killed, destroy all cats within the pales, preserve game as far as their master’s property extends and to look out for truffles.

Like many jobs on the rural estate it was not unusual to find female gamekeepers. The first lady gamekeeper was employed in the early 1800s on the Holkham estate in Norfolk. As far as I can ascertain none seem to appear in the Quarter Sessions Gamekeepers Licences but it is thought that about 40 female gamekeepers existed by the 1850s. Many females were employed as gamekeepers during the two world wars when their male counterparts were called up for military service and even today there are around 85-100 women keepers employed in England and Wales.

Poaching, made illegal by the Game Acts, was the principal rural crime until the early 20th century and has still not died out. Over the last two hundred or so years several gamekeepers have been murdered by poachers as they carried out their duties. Gamekeepers are legally empowered to arrest poachers and confiscate their guns, traps etc.

As a deterrent, poachers could, after a trial, be hanged or transported but most were fined and sentenced on average to two months’ imprisonment. Poachers’ clubs formed to organise poaching and to pay fines etc. Inevitably gamekeepers were named in the magistrates’ records and newspaper reports as they were usually the key witnesses.

Game records generally are a good source of information as each estate kept a register of all game killed for the table or on an organised shoot and it was the gamekeepers who usually compiled and signed or named themselves in the records. Many gamekeepers also kept personal records which often named members of shooting parties.

The law required that registers of gamekeepers were maintained from 1711 to 1889. After the Act of 1710, Lords of Manors were required to appoint one gamekeeper who could kill game as their deputy. The names had to be registered with the Clerk of the Peace. Gamekeepers were liable to a fine if they were caught killing game outside the manor where they were employed. The licence allowed game to be captured out of season for breeding purposes. At one time a keeper also had the power to apprehend trespassers and suspected poachers. From 1784, all those qualified by the ownership of property to kill game were also required to have licences. After 1831, game certificates were granted irrespective of property qualifications on payment of the appropriate fee.

Within these records, you may be able to find the following details: name, residence, licence location and date. Most will be held locally within the associated records of the Quarter Sessions.

Gamekeeper deputations which are found in Quarter Sessions records usually in the September quarter and exist from 1710 although in some areas the registers have not survived. All landowners with estates worth more than £500 pa had to register (depute) their keepers and a 10s.0d. stamp was paid for each county in which they worked.

Gamekeeper licences - Gamekeepers were often assigned to manors as well as estates. Annual or bi-annual licences were granted by the Quarter Sessions Courts to those gamekeepers principally because they needed a gun to undertake their duties. It was also considered a licensed occupation because of their responsibility of care of protected species and killing of vermin.
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4. Gamekeeper’s licence 1894 (Rochford District Community Archive).

Gamekeeper journals and newspapers - The profession had its dedicated journals. Gamekeepers often appeared in provincial newspapers in connection with poaching trials, usually as they arrested the poacher. Marriages, funerals, awards etc., were often recorded and Deputations were often published in or around September.

The Keepers Benefit Society was established in 1886 to protect gamekeepers against the rogue landowner who dismissed them because of injury or who evicted the family in event of murder etc. There were two levels of membership: the Keeper member (by subscription) or the Gentleman member (by life payment). Like many similar societies the purpose was to provide for widows and families in event of death of the keeper usually by way of a lump sum and a small annual pension and to provide benefits where a keeper proved he was totally incapacitated because of an injury which had during the course of his work. The role is superseded today by the Gamekeepers Welfare Trust. Records are held at the London Metropolitan Archives but are incomplete.


Other agricultural occupations followed by our ancestors


Stone picking and bird scaring

Many agricultural labourers would have started on the farms doing just these jobs, often as a young boy. Stones troubled the horse drawn ploughs by blunting their blades. They were also needed to keep the roads and tracks around the farm and village level so that minimal damage was caused to the wagons and carts which used them. In many parishes it was a requirement for each person to give six days’ labour a year to this work, but on a farm, it was a constant problem particularly in the more inclement weather.

Children were the stone picking labour force and school log books often detail who was absent because of stone picking. During the winter months children would spend up to six hours a day bending and picking up stones. They were aided by tools if they were lucky such as a stone rake and a stone box in which to place the stones.

Bird scaring was essential if seeds were to grow once sown. It was also a demanding job particularly as the corn was growing. In this job, children had to keep moving and their main tool was their voice, later replaced by a clapper or rattle. Incidentally, contrary to popular belief, the silent scarecrow was not a deterrent to inquisitive birds!


‘Jobbing about’

Many agricultural labourers were employed to undertake the incidental jobs which were needed around the farm. They may or may not have had particular skills but needed the aptitude to carry out many jobs such as hedging and ditching with little supervision or even instruction. The purpose of hedging was to work the hedge in such a way that it thickened up and became stock-proof as it grew and matured. They were laid during the period January to March and were cut back in the autumn. It was a skill which many of the older labourers acquired through experience and was very often a craft ‘handed down’ to children who learned how to do it from father or uncle. It was also physical work which needed protective clothing such as gloves and knee caps because most stock proof hedges were hawthorn.

Hedges also had ditches along boundaries with other farms. Ditching by hand was a particularly laborious job undertaken as part of the land drainage system. The art of ditching goes back to the mid-18th century before the invention of the ‘mole plough’ which made the life of a ditcher very much easier. Both hedging and ditching were frequently undertaken together.


Ploughing

Ploughing was one of the most skilful jobs that an agricultural labourer was employed on, so much so that as a speciality most ploughmen did little else during the season. The horse drawn plough is perhaps the most symbolic of all agricultural equipment. Surnames such as Plowright or Ploughman, originated from this occupation.
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5. Ploughing.

There were regional differences in the ploughs used because of different soil types and condition but the ploughing technique remained basically the same. The ploughmen had a difficult task in keeping the blades sharp. A blunt blade did not produce a good furrow edge. Ploughmen were very particular that they did not produce ragged work. They knew that their work would receive criticism from their peers.

A ploughman and his horses were expected to plough an acre a day. To do so they would walk around 11 miles between dawn and dusk.

In some areas of Britain ploughs were pulled by oxen, but most areas used draught horses. The first mechanical means of ploughing used steam-power in the form of ploughing engines, located on each edge of a field with the mechanism pulling the plough between the engines, or using steam tractors. Luckily for our ancestors this did not mean that the ploughman was out of a job as their skill was needed to drive the ploughs.

One tradition amongst the ploughmen was a ceremony known as Plough Sunday. Plough Sunday celebrations usually involved taking a plough or ploughshare into a church with prayers said for the blessing of the land. It is traditionally held on the Sunday after Epiphany, between 7 and 13 January. Accordingly, work in the fields did not begin until the day after Plough Sunday known as Plough Monday.

The tradition was perpetuated in many East Anglian areas on that Monday. Very often farmers’ diaries and even provincial newspapers refer to the tradition and the feast associated with it. Molly Dancers were part of the Plough Monday activities, and were the entertainment part of the money collecting that was carried out on Plough Monday. Molly Dancing is regarded by some as the East Anglian form of Morris. There was a revival of the dance tradition in the late 20th century, so you can still see live Molly Dancing today. The dancers can look very threatening with their heavily blackened faces, but this was part of their traditional disguise to help avoid identification by the authorities.


Harrowing and sowing

When the ploughing was complete the soil had to be prepared to receive the seeds and the furrows made by the plough had to be reduced to a flat surface. Harrows made locally by the blacksmith and carpenter were pulled behind horses to level out the soil. Some of the poorer farming communities used harrows made from branches held in a crude timber frame until well into the 19th century.

Once the soil had been prepared the seeds were then sown. Sowing by hand was practised in some areas of the country until the 20th century but most farmers during the 19th century and earlier were using seed barrows or drills, the latter again being pulled by the horses.

There were again regional differences even with the methods of hand sowing. In Victorian times seed barrows, similar to small wheelbarrows and pushed by the labourer, were mass produced by agricultural implement makers.


Threshing, flailing and winnowing

Throughout time, grain has always been separated from the ear with a flail which was specifically made to suit the stature of its owner. Flails were a hand tool which, in some areas, were still used into the 20th century. Once the grain was threshed from the ear it had to be separated from the chaff by a process known as winnowing. Husks are far lighter than the ears so they are thrown into the wind, either naturally or with the aid of a winnowing fan and fork so that the husks blew away and the ears of the corn fell back to the ground. Like most operations, machines replaced manual labour from a fairly early period. Hand threshing was very quickly replaced by the threshing machine.

The machine threshing was normally undertaken by a contractor who travelled around the farms with his threshing drum, and straw baler along with the steam or traction engine to power the threshing drum. His workers, the threshing gang, would travel with him from farm to farm working on threshing the corn. It took a number of men to operate the thresher and some would be men in the threshing gang but the work also relied upon the farmer providing some labourers although much fewer than when hand threshing was undertaken.

The steam engine driver was needed to start the engine about two hours before threshing was to start. They would stay with the engine all day to keep it in working order by oiling moving parts and bearings on the equipment it was driving and coaling the boiler.

Two men would be pitching the stooks of corn from a farm wagon into the top of the threshing machine using pitchforks. Two more men were on top of the box. One would cut the binding that held the stooks together (your ancestor may have used the occupation of bind cutter on official documents). The other man (referred to as the feeder) fed the crop into the drum which was perhaps the most dangerous job in the threshing process. There is evidence of accidents and even deaths as a result of the feeder falling into the drum in the process.

The grain came out of a row of chutes at the end of the threshing machine where two more men were needed to take the full bags off and replace with empty bags. The full bags were weighed and if it was for sale stitch the top of every sack. At the other end the straw emerged which was fed into a bailer to be turned into straw square bales that would be taken out of the baler and stacked on a wagon ready to be taken away for storage. This process again needed another two men. Working on a threshing machine was a dangerous job.


Casual farm workers

Although a small element of the labour force there were many labourers who were ‘independent’ and went from farm to farm carrying out both specialist and general jobs. In some areas they enjoyed a higher social status than the ordinary ‘ag lab’. Some, who specialised were better educated and enjoyed higher wages. Casual workers were only paid for the work they undertook. Amongst them were the thatcher, mowers and sheep shearers. However, many of the itinerant workers were unskilled some dividing their time between farms and perhaps railway construction or general labouring work. 


Thatcher

The thatcher’s most important role, was the annual protection of hay ricks and stacks for the following year’s food and fodder. Until the middle of the last century more than half of all the thatching carried out in Britain, was this type of work. Many farm workers could also do the task with little skill needed and this often led quite a few into full time thatching. There was little variation, in the thatching method used. This was fast, well paid work.

Hay stack and rick thatching was important work. The loss of the following year’s bread supply was for many catastrophic. The importance of the job meant that thatchers were not initially conscripted into the armed forces during the First World War. Instead they were allocated farms to work on and forbidden to do any other type of agricultural work. Many Land Army girls also took up the craft, in both World Wars.


Women farm workers

In the 1851 census there were around 143,000 female farm workers (about a quarter of the labour force). Many of these performed important jobs around the farm and most would have worked full time, a trend which existed throughout the Victorian period. Most farmers would have employed a number of women on their farms. The density of women on farms varied with region. In East Anglia the numbers were not as prevalent as in Dorset or some other Southern areas. The numbers employed declined towards the end of the 1800s. Mechanisation certainly affected the decline, as did changes in social attitudes, particularly as society began to believe that the woman’s place was in the home. Greater respect also began to be shown to women around this time period. There was a philosophy that ‘any work outside the home was unwomanly’. Many women also chose to work in domestic service rather than in the open air as this provided better living conditions and a more stable employment. In the early 20th century there was a change towards casual work rather than full time employment and of course during the World Wars the woman’s role was elevated by the Women’s Land Army and similar organisations (see later).

Agriculture was an important employer of women in pre-industrial Britain. Roughly half of the labour force was so employed by the mid to late 1700s. Women agricultural workers were frequently unpaid family workers or worked as hired labourers alongside their husbands and sons, usually on an annual basis or more frequently on a day labour rate. Sometimes the wives of labourers worked as self-employed agricultural producers. In 1785 a woman agricultural labourer was described as follows ‘I have known instances where the wife’s management of livestock together with the earning of herself and children during the harvest and hay making have produced as much money as her husband has earned during the course of the whole year.’
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6. Group of farm workers showing women labourers.

If agricultural labourers were fortunate enough to have the use of a common it was normally the wives’ job to tend animals grazing the common, usually a pig or if one could afford it a cow or calf. The produce from a cow could mean an additional 5 shillings a week relative to the family wage. The village common also produced much needed firewood or other timber which would enable the family to provide fuel for the fires, brooms, tools etc. However, this virtually ended with enclosure and livestock kept by agricultural labourers then fell by around two thirds.


Dairy maid

In some localities it was tradition for the farmer’s wife or daughters to do the milking and make the butter, but more often than not dairy maids were employed on the larger farms. Most of the dairy maids’ time would be spent in the dairy - a cool place with suitable surfaces and tools to make the cream and butter needed by the farm. Milking would usually be done twice a day. Milk from the morning milking would be used to drink or for sale - it needed to be sieved and left to cool. Milk from the evening milking might be used for butter or cheese - it too would be sieved and left so the cream could rise to the top. The cream was then skimmed off. The milking pails would also need to be cleaned thoroughly (scrubbed and then scalded (rinsed with boiling water) so that they were ready for the next milking.

Butter was usually made once a week, a process which usually took a full day. Once enough cream had been collected it would be placed in a butter churn. The action of the churn turns the cream over and over and butter starts to form in balls. Then the buttermilk has to be drained off and the butter rinsed in clean water. Buttermilk was drunk by the family or fed to the farm animals. The butter was then removed from the churn and placed in a butter worker to squeeze all the buttermilk, water and air out of it. Then salt was added to help preserve the butter which was made into pats ready to eat or sell. Cheese was made by separating the milk into its solid (curd) and liquid parts (whey). Cheese was made from the curd. The whey was fed to the animals. The milk was separated by heating up the milk and adding rennet (made from cows’ stomachs). Left to stand it would then separate into curds and whey.

Employing dairy maids meant that the male labourers were free to undertake the more labour intensive and strenuous jobs around the farm.


Child labour in agriculture

Child labour had long been an important issue as far as agricultural work was concerned and was of national concern. The height of child labour was between 1740 and 1850. Although it appears from looking at census returns of the Victorian period that many children were employed in such work, nationally there were significant differences in who was employed. In many cases no girls were employed (less than 1% of work was by females) and most of the boys were hired as agricultural day labourers.

Even amongst the agricultural community the relationship between parents and children during the 19th century was perhaps more formal than today and parents were stricter in general, but most parents still cared about their children. Having worked themselves as children, parents saw child labour as a fact of life and essential to family economy. A basic education was not considered necessary for farm work thus it was not a priority with many parents. Agricultural work, which depended on weather, good harvests and the price of goods and produce, was very badly paid. One wage was not enough to feed and clothe a family so the women and children worked to supplement the agricultural worker’s income.

Not all children worked on the land and it is obvious as you search census records that many children, particularly girls were more involved in the ‘cottage industry’ of the area, supplementing the family wage.

Farm workers were normally only paid for the work done (in some areas the exception may be if you were a farm servant). If they were ill or injured and could not work, they were not paid. Working hours were variable. During harvest and in the summer when there was more daylight, working hours were very long but it is unlikely that children employed in agriculture had to work the long hours that youngsters worked in the mines and mills. In agriculture it was normal for children to work the same hours as adults and therefore a twelve-hour working day at peak times was not unusual.

Parliament studied the agricultural community in 1843 by investigating child labour and a synopsis of its findings from around the country is a good indication of the situation at the time although there are minor regional differences. The report on child labour did not just relate to agricultural work as it was taken at the end of the Industrial Revolution. Like all such studies it asked prominent members of local communities the situation in their locality. Some of the questions asked and responses obtained were possibly contrived but an example is shown below (responses are shown in italics):

At what age do children here go to work?
Ages varied between six years and ten years.

What do they learn before going out to work and is it kept up or forgotten? - (this question related to schooling).
In most cases little education was had before working and if it was, most is forgotten.

What sort of work are boys and girls employed in?
Boys and girls, where employed, were generally doing the same kind of work - weeding, setting potatoes, light field work.

Do they work separately or in gangs?
In many cases it was apparent they worked in gangs and where this was established. They were generally badly treated. However, some gang masters kept boys and girls separate to prevent ‘bad consequences’. (Don’t forget that up to 1929 boys of 14 years of age and girls of 12 years of age could marry.)

What are the effects of employment on health?
All were generally very healthy.

What wages do children earn?
On average in 1843 this was between 4d. and 10d. per day depending upon the region. The higher wages were evident in areas where wages for agricultural labourers was higher nationally.

What were their hours of work?
The normal period appears to be from 7 a.m. to 6 p.m. throughout the year with an hour for lunch.

Poverty amongst agricultural labouring families often gave rise to children committing petty crimes. It was generally thought that children would be dealt with more leniently through the courts but many were sent to prison for their crimes if only for a short period hoping that this would be a deterrent. Such crimes as crop theft, collecting firewood illegally, breach of gaming laws (poaching?) and theft of lamp oil attracted short custodial sentences or in some cases ‘12 stokes of the birch’. Establishing the motives for crime committed by children, other than poverty, is difficult.

In my own ancestry my second great grandfather was in gaol twice, once for house breaking and once for breach of gaming laws. When he was 10 years old he was sentenced to 1 calendar month hard labour and privately whipped. He was then described as a ‘very depraved bad youth’. His second offence carried a sentence of 3 months in the house of correction at the age of 14.

At the height of the Industrial Revolution in 1851 agriculture was still the largest occupation group for boys aged ten to fourteen. Around 40% of boys in England and 33% in Scotland were so employed. Many of the male child agricultural workers were related to the farmer or farm labourer. It was slightly different for girls as gradually more were employed in domestic service and factory work.


Agricultural gang labour

‘Rude, rough and lawless’ was one view of the women and children employed in gangs on the land in Victorian England.

Throughout Britain during the early years of the nineteenth century hundreds of acres of waste land were brought into cultivation. This was particularly true of the East Midlands and East Anglia. During the French wars, when the price of grain was high, owners of the uncultivated and marsh land cleared and ploughed them and then planted wheat and barley.

Much of this land was away from established rural communities and farmers often found that they were short of labour. Many landowners were reluctant to build houses for agricultural labourers, near to or on this land primarily because they feared that the inhabitants might, under the terms of the Settlement Acts, qualify for poor relief and so become an additional burden on the parish rates. It seemed a logical solution to dispense with full time labourers and to rely on the labour of agricultural ‘gangs’ which were established to supply their needs.

It is believed that gang labour really came to the fore in north west Norfolk in the 1820s possibly centred upon Castle Acre. Gangs were established with a clear objective of meeting the demands of irregular labour on farms in the area. The system prevailed in the counties of Cambridgeshire, Huntingdonshire, Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, Norfolk and Suffolk, and also in other areas of The Fens. The practice dated from the latter years of the 1700s when the low-lying, marshy lands around the Wash were being drained and converted into rich farmland and the gangs supplied casual labour. Instead of a usual weekly wage the farmer would agree to pay a lump sum based upon an agreed price per acre or per operation. A formal contract was drawn up between the farmer and the gang master and would also include penalty clauses for non-fulfilment of the job.

Some farmers co-operated to form their own private gangs by recruiting mainly women and children from the nearest village to work for a few days on the farm at busy times such as the harvest. Others chose to employ gangs provided by ‘gang-masters’ most of whom were unemployed farm labourers. The gang masters recruited women and children to work for them at a given rate of pay, their numbers depending upon the extent and type of work required. They then contracted with local farmers for their gangs to do specific jobs.

The work undertaken by the gangs was seasonal. In winter they may have been employed to clear stones or sort potatoes. In spring their work involved pulling out couch grass by the root, muck spreading, hoeing or planting potatoes. The work of the gangs was at its peak during the summer months as they helped with the harvest as well as undertaking other summer jobs on the land. In some areas the gangs were not involved in the harvest as this was undertaken during August and September by whole families but, some gangs were employed in October for the potato and marigold harvest. Statistics show that in 1866, 6,399 people had been employed in agricultural gangs in the East Midlands and East Anglia at some time during the year.

A typical gang was about 50 people, usually a mix of women, children and a few men enabling the mundane jobs on the farm such as stone clearing to be done very quickly.

Each gang was under the control of a gang master, who was a self-employed contractor negotiating directly with each farmer he worked for. Most gang masters were themselves labourers, who had a good idea of how much work was involved and how a rate could be negotiated. Each gang was controlled in the fields by an overseer who usually worked with them managing the speed of the work. It is these who gave gangs a bad reputation as they would often control the pace of work by force. A working day was divided into four sectors and if the work was completed according to schedule the members of the gang got paid, if not then a forfeit was made and no one earned anything. This was irrespective of the weather.

In some cases, labourers were forced to ‘sell’ their children to the gang master in return for a fee. Those children were often not seen again by their families and in some cases mysteriously disappeared.

Agricultural gangs by their sheer nature maintained a bad reputation. Some of the masters were unscrupulous by accepting contracts at rock-bottom prices, and then forcing their gangs to work for long hours to fulfil them. Some were immoral and took advantage of their status to demand sexual favours from their women and girls. Many gangs through their unruly behaviour disturbed the peace of the countryside and in many cases prevented children from attending school.

Lord Shaftesbury a prominent politician and social reformer of the time and worried about the effects the gangs had on children’s education persuaded the government in 1865 to set up the Children’s Employment Commission to investigate. In their two-year investigation the commissioners interviewed around 500 witnesses, and reported back in 1867 basically condemning the gangs. They maintained that most of the masters were ‘men of violent and drinking habits’ whose influence was ‘very pernicious to the moral principles and conduct of the children and young persons of both sexes under their management’. They said that the manners of older members of the gangs were ‘coarse and irregular’, and that young people brought into contact with them were ‘hardened by early association with vice’.

They established that most gangs worked for about eight or nine hours a day, more in summer as opposed to other times of the year where sometimes the hours were substantially less. These hours did not include travelling time and they also determined that many women and children had a few miles walk to work at each end of the day. They received on average 7d. per day for their work. Much of the work undertaken by gangs was however, unsuitable for women and girls and should really have been undertaken by the men.

The commissioners concluded that working in gangs seriously damaged the physical health and the moral well-being of the children and younger women so they proposed regulations to rectify the situation. The Agricultural Gangs Act was given the royal asset on 20 August.

The use of gangs prospered in many areas until the 1860s. Parliament then introduced the Agricultural Gangs Act of 1867 which was designed to protect gang members. The Act stopped children under the age of eight from working in gangs and prevented male and female labourers from working together in the same gang. (Many illegitimate births arose from such circumstances prior to this). Once the Act became law gang masters had to be licensed and had to employ a woman supervisor where children and women were working.

The licences were granted by two or more magistrates at petty sessions on evidence that the applicant was of good character and a fit person to be licensed. Licences were valid for a period of six months and subject to renewal on payment of a fee of 1s. Licences could not be granted to the keepers of public houses. A gang-master acting without a licence incurred a penalty of up to 20s. per day for the period they were acting without a licence.

Any conviction of a gang-master for an offence under the act would mean his licence was endorsed and on a second endorsement, the licence was withheld for a period not exceeding three months. A third endorsement meant the licence was withheld for two years, and a fourth prevented them from ever receiving or holding a licence again. These restraints and the rise of the agricultural unions had the effect of reducing the gang system to virtual extinction by the early 1880s.

Compulsory education after 1870 hit the gangs even harder as education was made compulsory for all children under the age of thirteen. Subsequently the 1880 act made it compulsory to enforce attendance without naming a leaving age. In 1893, the minimum leaving age was fixed at eleven, and in 1899 it was raised to twelve, thus bringing the whole country into line with the practice adopted by some school boards in the early 1870s.

Even after the Education Acts many children still absented themselves to work on farms from time to time. Compulsory schooling made it impossible for gang masters to recruit children into gangs without breaking the law. It was only during school holidays, which usually coincided with busy times on farms, that gangs of women and children went to work in the fields but few did so under the jurisdiction of a gang master.


Tenant farmers - a step-up from an ag lab

There were differences in circumstances of tenant farmers depending upon where in Great Britain your ancestor resided.

In England and Wales a tenant farmer was one who resides and works on land owned by the estate owner or the ‘landed gentry’. Tenant farming was a system where a landowner let out his land, provided finance and often land management with the tenant farmers providing the labour at the same time having a vested interest in the management of the farm and a derived income from the produce of his farm. Depending on the terms of their lease, tenants usually made payments to the landowner either of a fixed portion of the product, in cash or in a combination of money and produce. The rights the tenant had over the land together with the rental levels varied depending upon geographical location. In some systems, the tenant could be evicted at short notice (known as a tenancy at will). In others, the landowner and tenant signed a contract for a fixed number of years.

Historically in England and Wales rural society was almost always the landowner, the tenant farmers, and the agricultural labourer or farm servant. In medieval times and throughout the manorial system, tenant farmers were usually referred to as peasants but under later laws (post 1200) almost all the tenant farmers were bonded to the land, and normally referred to as villeins. This changed after the Black Death because of labour shortages when the number of free tenants increase significantly. Some tenant farmers became affluent and socially well connected, and employed a number of labourers as well as managing more than one farm or holding.

Between the 1600s to the early 1800s there was a significant growth of large estates, and the only way for a farmer to hold land was by tenancy. By the start of the 19th century about 90% of agricultural land was tenanted, although after the Second World War that had reduced to around 60%. As agricultural labourers also became a little more affluent, they elevated to being tenant farmers and as such the mobility rate amongst tenant farmers was much less than amongst agricultural labourers.

Wives of tenant farmers were usually actively engaged in the management of the farm responsible in many instances for brewing beer, spinning wool, managing the dairy, pigs, poultry and bees.

In some cases, you may find your ancestor referred to as a ‘yeoman farmer’. He was generally someone who owned and farmed his own land so it is important to establish conditions of ownership or tenancy at the outset of your research. Sometimes ordinary agricultural labourers with smallholdings elevated their occupational status to yeoman farmer.

During the 1860s and 1870s, however, farmers began to campaign, through bodies such as the Farmers’ Alliance, for greater fairness in the law in relation to land tenure. In the 19th century landlords exercised unrestricted control over their tenant farmers. They controlled the way that land was used for agricultural purposes, and had the power to evict tenants.


The farmer and smallholder

The freehold farmers and smallholders were amongst the leading group in any village and were central to most of rural society. This is particularly true of the nineteenth century but much earlier around the late 1600s there were many more farmers than agricultural labourers.
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7. Smallholding or tenant farmer property.

The Victorian farmer presided over farming as it was going through a period of great change. Mechanisation reduced the number of labourers the farmer needed to employ. Victorian farmers were at two ends of the scale with some enjoying life styles similar to the landed gentry and controlling large acreages, to those running a few acres or smallholding and earning a meagre living not much greater than that of the agricultural labourer. The former operated more as an owner/manager, whilst the latter would usually work alongside his employees. They did not escape the payment of tithes, employed landless labourers after enclosure and contributed significantly to the local economy supporting a network of village tradesmen and shopkeepers.

The agricultural depressions had a significant effect on the farmers, causing many to leave the land and even fewer to take up the occupation. The effect was much the same as the decline amongst the labourers. Most farmers were married or widowers but it was not unusual to find women farmers where husbands had died and sons were not old enough to assume the management of the farms.

With the late Victorian period suffering from agricultural depressions, particularly in arable production, British farmers were unprotected from imported agricultural produce. Arable farmers were the worst-affected but there were also some difficulties for livestock farmers having to compete with cheap meat imports from Australia and New Zealand. Farmers again sought to reduce their labour costs and it was the introduction and popularity of steam power which altered farming practices for good by significantly replacing horse and human power.

Farmers began to turn from the traditional mixed arable and animal farming to pure dairy farming in the late Victorian period as this was considered safe from overseas competition and they could totally rely on the rail network for milk distribution to their markets in the nearby urban centres. Some farmers sold their fresh milk to areas 100 miles away from their farms.

One aspect of research which should not be overlooked when tracing agricultural ancestors is the archives of the National Farmers Union deposited at the Rural History Centre at Reading University. The National Farmers Union (NFU) was established by a group of Lincolnshire farmers and, as the ‘Lincolnshire Farmers Union’, held its first meeting in 1904. On 10 December 1908, they held a meeting at the Smithfield Show to discuss whether a national organisation could be formed to represent the interests of farmers. The outcome was the establishment of the National Farmers’ Union (NFU).

During the Second World War, the National Farmers Union worked with the Ministry of Agriculture to ensure the nation’s food security. Although rationing continued after the war it was a measure of the NFU’s influence when the Agriculture Act 1947 committed the government to undertake an annual review of the farming industry in consultation with the NFU.
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8. A typical farmer of the 19th century.

Throughout the early Victorian period farmers were not compensated for upgrading or transforming the land they farmed at their own expense but the Agricultural Holdings Act 1883 recognised farmers’ rights to compensation for such improvements. The Act represented a major first step in the protection of both the freehold farmer and the tenant farmer.

The Agricultural Holdings Act of 1906 went much further and allowed the farmer to farm exactly as he chose, provided he maintained the fertility of the soil. This was a major step forward particularly for the tenant farmer. At the beginning of the 20th century nearly 90% of all agricultural land was in the hands of tenant farmers but comparatively little was done to give them greater security of tenure and livelihood. They were still mostly subject to short-term agreements with no guarantee beyond their current term of tenancy. Landlords also still had the power of fixing rents, though in 1917 laws were passed that forbade them from raising rents during the wartime emergency.

From my own research using the Eversholt, Bedfordshire village census analysis, it indicates that farming was the biggest employer brought about in part by enclosure (see later). Eversholt’s enclosure however only happened in 1806.

In the Eversholt census returns the ‘occupation’ of farmer also indicates the acreage and number of employees such as ‘Farmer ... of 120 acres employing 3 men, 2 boys’. These farmers had some status as many households also included domestic servants as well as any farm servants listed as ‘living in’.

It is clear that some farms had been in the same family for generations with sons taking on the role from fathers. However, the farming fraternity is considered mobile so they may not have been farmers on the same farm although continuity through generations is obvious.

In some cases, it is possible that a person starting out as an agricultural labourer could end up farming a moderate sized farm (around 80-100 acres). Evidence suggest this happened more in the Fenland and Lincolnshire areas of the country, although it also happened in many other southern areas. Many labourers started by farming smallholdings and moving upwards from there. Some inherited farms from their former employer or benefactor and in this connection, it is important to always look at the wills of farm owners as a matter of course where you suspect this may have occurred.


Farm bailiff

It was quite possible for senior agricultural labourers to have become farm bailiffs. It was a type of promotion because a farm bailiff was an overseer appointed by the farmer or estate owner to direct and supervise the day to day farming operation. He was more than a foreman and made sure the farms functioned efficiently. On some estates he was given greater powers including the collection of rents and dues from the tenant farmers of the estate. Sometimes these were known as ‘estate bailiffs’ and fulfilled a slightly different role almost acting as a steward for the estate owner. In such situations the bailiff would have had the responsibility of administering the employees’ wages and may well have had his own office within the farmyard or estate buildings.
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9. Advertisement for a farm bailiff outlining duties.

2 - First clues for researching your agricultural labourer ancestor

Now that you have found agricultural labourers within your ancestry the question is how to find out more. There are many basic records which originate with central and local government, the courts, the parish and the individual landowners which will enable us to find out about our agricultural labouring ancestors. Most are name rich and as such you will be able to find more information relating to your specific ancestor or at least the farm or estate on which he was employed.

On average each person generated around 100 different records during their lifetime and this is very typical of the agricultural labourer, so there are plenty of records which will put the flesh on the bones of your ancestor’s life. So that you can get the best out of these you may benefit from some useful tips to enable you to extract the important details as you look at the records in which your ancestors appear. Maybe they appear in court records as poachers or bigamists; in records of the poor as recipients of poor relief or a handout from a parish charity or benefit society; maybe they pay the parish rate or they appear in the farm or estate diaries and wages ledger.

As you start your research you will be reliant upon the more common records, most of which can be accessed through online resources and as you will be keen to get started you will need to know some basic information. Details of other records are provided in the appropriate sections further in the book.


Basic records

Some of us will be fortunate enough to have first-hand knowledge or at least remember a relation from our childhood who was an agricultural labourer, many of whom would have been living a basic existence in a tied cottage on the farm or perhaps just as an employee on a landed estate. You may therefore be able to piece together details from information which has been preserved within the family archive. This is, of course, a bonus but it is unlikely that you will be able to piece together every detail from such documents or ephemera. Today however, it may take you back two or three generations in your family history without too much effort.

For most of us the basic sources used in family history research will provide the first insight into your ancestors who were agricultural labourers. Unfortunately, some of that information in basic records may be a little vague but will usually provide all important clues to enable other specific documents to be researched.
Fundamental to all research is the need to use contemporary maps covering the locations in which your ancestors were born, lived and worked. The use of Victoria County Histories, where they exist, is also a valuable resource.


Contemporary maps

As you research your family history you cannot rely solely on records of births, marriages and deaths, or the census and one of the resources that is often underused, or ignored altogether, is contemporary maps. Old maps are historical records just as much as settlement certificates, poor law records or parish registers. They should figure prominently in your initial research. You may have found a description of the village where an ancestor lived or worked in the census, a directory or gazetteer, but a map can instantly bring that portrayal to life and might help to pinpoint any photographic evidence you may have or subsequently discover. Before the era of photography, a map may be the only visual clue to a labourer’s life and times.

One of the largest producers of maps, the Ordnance Survey, was established in 1791 and its old maps are extremely useful for family history research. Even a modern map can still provide many clues to the past; the larger the scale the better.

Paper maps are the best, giving you a proper overview of a landscape and enabling you to envision the area. You can look at the countryside and topography and often establish boundaries of villages or estates. The names of villages you have found in the records will become obvious even if they do not exist today and you should also find farm names, see the big landed estates and generally begin to form an impression of the character of the villages and towns which shaped your ancestors’ lives. The Parish Atlas of England: Atlas of English Parish Boundaries by T.C.H. Cockin, 2017,  is very useful in this regard as it shows the extent of parishes overlaid on an historic Ordnance Survey map and as such includes farm names and church locations particularly.
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10. Contemporary map displaying various features.

Churches and chapels can easily be identified as these are denoted by different symbols according to whether they have a spire, tower or neither. Places of worship without a spire or tower are more likely to be later built churches and if in the more isolated locations likely to be nonconformist chapels.

It is also easy to see how your ancestors might have travelled around. Look at each grid square on the map and depending on the scale envisage how long it would have taken them to walk or travel by horse and cart. Was there a canal or railway which would have been used for travel? On a modern map railway lines may not be apparent but their routes could be shown as disused. So, consider where your ancestor’s children might they have gone to school or where the family found entertainment.

Don’t ignore the many online historical maps. They enable you to explore the whole of United Kingdom for free. These maps also have really useful features for family historians.

From as early as the 16th century estate maps were produced for many landowners and these frequently supplemented a written survey. Since each of these maps was an individual commission rather than for commercial use, they, by their nature vary in scale, accuracy and detail. In some regions they may be the only large-scale map available for research.


Visit to a record office

Most county record offices have good map collections but some maps may not have been separated out from other documents. They may be included in other catalogued collections such as those relating to the sale of a whole estate, enfranchisement, or included with architects’ plans and records of farms and cottages rented out by a large landowner one of which could have been occupied by your agricultural labouring family. It is always worthwhile thinking laterally in order to possibly locate a map.

With early maps it could be difficult to recognise the area depending upon the purpose of the map. Different map makers had different emphases so things may not be always be portrayed as they were on the ground. As already indicated maps were compiled for specific purposes and may portray only details needed at the time. Like documents they were not compiled with the family historian in mind. It is always a good idea to compare as many map editions as possible to envision any changes in the topography.

Although it was normal for north to be at the top of a map some mapmakers did not use that convention so orientation may present a challenge in locating exactly where you need to be on a map.

Once you have pinpointed the place where an ancestor lived, you need to interpret what was happening in the surrounding area. Before the advent of modern transport people relied on their feet or a horse and perhaps a cart/wagon. Most poorer members of the community would have relied on their feet and walked to work or school each day, so the topography around where they lived was of great importance. Most would have avoided hills, marshland or difficult to cross streams or rivers.

Maps are also important for establishing the extent of the parish in which your ancestor lived. This is important as you look for documentation about your ancestors because the parish authorities exercised controls over their lives by collecting tithes, taxes, and in assisting with poor relief. Finding out the right parish is a primary objective before searching the local records. You also need to be certain that you have identified the correct village because there is sometimes more than one place with the same name in the same county. As you will quickly discover many records such as census and parish records contain geographical data such as a hamlet which no longer exists and doesn’t mean anything unless you can see the location on a map.

As we have already discussed it is, in my opinion, almost impossible to undertake family history research without recourse to a contemporary map of the area in which your ancestors lived. Those generated for agricultural purposes provide a snapshot of life in the rural communities although perhaps not directly about agricultural labourers. Maps attached to manorial surveys (see later) are valuable for the period but several other map types also exist particularly in the late 1700s and early/mid 1800s and in most cases associated documentation is also available which shows more details. These will be discussed in the later section dealing with ‘Land tenure and use’.


Photographic collections

Photographic evidence also exists in great quantities for the late 1800s and into the 20th century and may relate directly to your ancestor or at least the farm or estate on which he worked.

Virtually every record repository will have a collection of photographs relating to their county. Many will depict agriculture and some will show groups of labourers on farms and different aspects of agricultural work such as ploughing, shepherding, hedging, harvesting or the thatching of hayricks.

Many will be catalogued by location but it is not very common for them to record by name the persons in the photograph unless of course they can be identified.

It is worthwhile looking at the catalogue of photographs, illustrations and pictures in the county record office as there is always a possibility that photographic evidence may exist of your ancestor or at least his farm, cottage, or locality. Obtaining a copy of a relevant photograph will only enhance your family history.

Many agricultural labourers were also petty criminals and again it will not be unusual for photographic evidence to exist if he was imprisoned even if it was for only a short period.

Some record offices also have a catalogue of pictures which appeared in local newspapers and although you will not necessarily be able to see the original, a photocopy or digital scan may well be possible.

For most areas using the online Francis Frith Collection can be very informative as it includes both old photographs, very often crossed to a modern picture. It also includes various edition online maps of a village. I have even come across entries where people have recorded their memories of a village. There are also useful links to nearby places.

The Museum of English Rural Life at Reading has a collection of about 750,000 photographs on all aspects of farming from local to national since the mid-1800s when photography began.


Victoria County Histories

The Victoria County Histories are of significant value as a background to research particularly if your ag labs worked for a large estate, were manorial tenants or were tenant farmers of the landed estates. The structure of the histories allows you, with the aid of a contemporary map, to establish the manor associated with your ancestor’s locality. The way in which they are laid out enables you to discover the county as a whole, including religious history, agriculture, industries, population, with summary tables of taken from the census data for 1801-1901. Relevant sections of the Domesday Book are also translated. The volumes also contain detailed historical surveys of each Hundred (south of England) or Wapentake (north of England) as well as parish by parish information.
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11. Victoria County History for Hertfordshire.

Originally each county was supposed to have a genealogical volume containing the pedigrees of county families many of whom were the landowning employers of your ancestors. These volumes were compiled for Northamptonshire and Hertfordshire but no other counties appear to have this type of information. A bonus therefore if your ancestors were from those two counties.

County histories are complete for some counties but other have partial publications or are still in progress. Some counties are dormant and there is no volume for Northumberland although this county has a very comprehensive history via other sources. Most record offices and local studies libraries will have volumes relating to their own areas and the Society of Genealogists also has a collection organised on the various county shelves within the library. Many of the volumes are also available online on the British History Online website.


Victorian census returns and other population lists

The records of the Victorian census cover the period of massive change in the agricultural community (1841-1911) and are therefore important not just from the point of view of tracing where a family was located but what had happened to the demographics of the family over a period of time. It is important to locate all family members in as many census returns that you can. This is a lot more straightforward today with the online data sets and indexes which exist. Beware however, that the names online indexes are not always accurately transcribed and it is worthwhile trying to find information using more than one provider as each has compiled their own indexes and interpretation of names may be different. Free access to most census returns is possible through FamilySearch and FreeCEN or at local libraries where they have access to some of the subscription sites. So you don’t always have to subscribe, but you may have to pay a small fee at a library to use them. Remember also that census returns as a record set cannot be used in isolation.

There are some family historians who seem to feel that agricultural labourers are only associated with rural areas. To some extent this is true but searches of the returns will show that many agricultural labourers lived in towns of reasonable size and also in what today are the suburbs or parts of London such as Stoke Newington, which, in the 1840 to 1860 period, was in effect a village. Other areas, such as Stepney, contained their fair share of agricultural labourers. Using a contemporary map to locate the residence may well show a cottage address on the periphery of the town or on an urban farm. Don’t forget that your ancestor may have temporarily left a rural community for the purpose of finding work in perhaps another labouring occupation such as the railways or docks, particularly at times of agricultural depressions. Some moves may have become permanent.

Because of the size of families in the agricultural communities (many had 10 to 12 children), not everyone would always have been living ‘at home’. It was not unusual for teenage daughters of agricultural labourers to be engaged in domestic service and therefore, on the night of the census, to be elsewhere. In the 1841 census, because it was taken in June, many were even in London with their employer’s households during ‘the season’. In other cases, and throughout the Victorian period, older children may have been boarded out with extended family members who did not have large families, or with other inhabitants in the village. Some would have been in nearby villages, where households had room to accommodate them as lodgers. Some may have been in the workhouse. Take special note of who they resided with, as they may be connected with the family and provide vital clues for associated research. Conversely two or more families could reside in the same house, particularly if an older child had just recently married and did not have a home of his or her own. In some areas it was not unusual for unrelated families to share a house.

Therefore, take particular note of the relationships of residents in a household where given, as it was fairly normal for grandparents to look after a daughter’s illegitimate child and notate that child as their son or daughter. Be aware also, when working out family groups, that the words ‘son in law’ and ‘step son’ may have meant the opposite to our modern understanding of the terms.

A useful clue about employment comes if you are lucky enough to find a farm servant in your ancestry, as invariably he will be enumerated with the farmer for whom he works and with whom he resides. His relationship to head of household is usually recorded as ‘servant’ but his occupation could easily be more specifically described such as ploughboy or wagoner. This valuable clue could lead to finding and researching farmers’ diaries or estate records as you will have established the name of the farmer.

Take note of the rural crafts and industry practised by family members as this too may lead to a completely different set of records, providing further insight into family life. This is particularly true of women and children who carried out the cottage industry skills of straw plaiting, lace making, glove making etc. It would be very unusual if families were not involved in some industry of this nature unless of course, they were in an affluent agricultural area where they did not need to participate to supplement their income.

Female agricultural labourers are often found. Do not dismiss the occupation, as many were just that. I have a photograph of my great grandmother smoking a clay pipe and controlling a horse drawn plough. Similarly, an eight year old child could also be listed as an agricultural labourer. ‘Scholars’, which so often appear in rural census returns, sometimes as young as four years to five years, may not be school pupils as we would accept them today, but may well have been attendees at plait or lace schools which were not exactly educational establishments, although some attempt may have been made to teach children the 3Rs.

Be especially aware that in the 1841 census which was taken in June, some members of the family may not have been enumerated at all as they may well have been hay-making and not at home on the night of the census. Enumerators were not always meticulous in obtaining information. The clue is perhaps the fact that the wife is listed first in the household but not always as the head. There are, of course, many other reasons why family members are not where they should be on census night.

Because most later census returns were made at the end of March / beginning of April you may also find some labourers missing particularly if they were shepherds or involved in lambing. They may have been away from home and in a shepherd hut in some remote field and missed by the enumerator.

I am sure we are all aware of the vast number of men missing from the 1901 census return because of the Boer War. Many agricultural labourers enlisted at that time, many with the Imperial Yeomanry as well as with other regiments serving in Africa. In earlier census returns men may well have been engaged with the militia and be away from home.

You may also find your agricultural labouring ancestor or members of his family resident in the workhouse or in other institutions and, it is important to search for them in such places if you cannot find them at home. Online indexes again make this task much easier but don’t overlook this possibility. It was also a fairly common occurrence under the poor law authorities for boys, and to some extent girls of labouring families to be apprenticed out. Although some may have been apprenticed to completely different trades many boys were ‘husbandman’ apprentices and would appear resident with the farmer who was his/her master. Girls of labouring families may have been apprenticed in the art of ‘housewifery’ and also be in different locations.

Be aware that some enhancement of occupational status may also have occurred. An ordinary agricultural labourer could have promoted himself to ‘yeoman’. Indeed, in some cases there may well have been some improvement in status in the ensuing 10 years for many reasons. Younger labourers certainly had aspirations to become small tenant farmers and many were very successful. Occupations may also be listed as specialists such as ploughmen, shepherd, dairyman or cowhand; the list is endless.

The enumeration books of each census provide information on the composition of every township or locality. This is listed at the start of each piece and with using the online returns is generally overlooked but can be a very critical source. It is worth paying particular attention to the 1851 census, as this was when the rural population and farming was at its peak. In each census there is obviously the personal detail regarding age, marital status, occupation. but in the case of the farmer it is also possible to establish the acreage which he farmed and more importantly the number of labourers and boys he employed. However, in some cases the acreage is missing when the farm was run by a bailiff or was too small to consider putting the figure in. Many farms under five acres were never sized. It is possible that the acreage was never the subject of scrutiny so the information may only be as good as the size passed on to the enumerator. Maybe there is merit in checking the size of the farm that your labourer worked on with information from the Tithe Awards.

Finding your family in as many censuses as possible will enable you, in your research to narrow down to a 10-year period events in family life such as marriages of children, deaths, and migration. However, this may mean there was a series of undocumented moves within that period particularly if your labourer was one of an army of annually employed workers. The work of women, particularly in the rural crafts or cottage industry often went unrecorded, so if nothing is shown against a wife or daughter for occupation it does not mean they were not involved in supplementing the family income.

One thing is certain. According to the instructions given to enumerators, the figures if quoted for the number of labourers employed, should include both in-labourers (farm servants) and out-labourers (agricultural labourers). Whether this was adhered to or not is questionable, but it may be worth making your own analysis from the returns. From such analysis it is easy to establish numbers:


‘Ag labs’ in the census

1881 Census
870,798 Agricultural labourers (including farm servants) of whom 22,844 were shepherds and 40,341 were women. The majority fell into the 25 years to 45 years age group but there was around 70,171 who were over the age of 65 years.

1871 Census
798,087 Agricultural labourers
158,756 Farm servants
23,335 Shepherds

1851 Census
952,997 Agricultural Labourers
288,277 Farm Servants
12,517 Shepherds

Somewhere in these figures are your ancestors. Further analysis also shows that around 80% of agricultural labourers had been born within a 30-mile radius of where they currently lived. It is useful to check kinship links when looking for extended families and collateral lines.

Census returns are therefore an essential prime source, if used correctly, to locate information about household structure, occupations, migration and genealogical connections but they need to be used in conjunction with other records.

Even before the ‘modern’ censuses which commenced in 1841, there had been returns made every ten years from 1801. Although most of these are based upon head counts, some name heads of households and in some areas contain more information making it possible to identify an ancestral family from occupation and even age, although the latter may be rounded in some way. You will need to see what survives in the area of your ancestry by looking at the catalogue for the county record office. Returns for some parishes in most counties exist but they are far from complete.

Even before 1801 there were population lists of inhabitants of both towns and villages for various reasons, some records of which have been preserved with many being valuable sources of names, ages and occupations. These are often disguised in the records of their originators which could be the Quarter Sessions courts to ecclesiastical authorities and landowners or prominent individuals on a mission to fact find. There are also records relating to militia availability and the many taxes imposed by both central and local governments all of which need to be researched if surviving. Some comment in this regard is made later. They are far from comprehensive in coverage but if they survive for the area in which your ancestors lived then it is essential that they are referred to. Leave no stone unturned.

The census dates

The important census dates are given below together with the series numbers relating to each census year administered by either the Home Office (HO) or Registrar General (RG).

Taken at midnight on / Series numbers:

6-7 June 1841 / HO107
30-31 March 1851 / HO107
7-8 April 1861 / RG9
2-3 April 1871 / RG10
3-4 April 1881 / RG11
5-6 April 1891 / RG12
31 Mar - 1 April 1901 / RG13
2-3 April 1911 / RG14


1939 National Register - a ‘20th century census’ - Wartime Domesday

Although not strictly a census because of its limitations the 1939 register, known as the Wartime Domesday is a listing used essentially to issue national identity cards. It was compiled in much the same way as census returns in that enumerators collected the data from households. The 1939 Register provides a snapshot of the civilian population of England and Wales just after the outbreak of the Second World War.

Because the 1931 census was destroyed during the Second World War and no census was taken in 1941 because of the war, the 1939 Register provides the most complete survey of the population between 1921 and 1951. Thus it becomes an invaluable resource for family historians. The register can now be searched online at the major subscription sites.

The Register is incomplete because it was not meant to record members of the armed forces and the register does not include British Army barracks, Royal Navy or RAF establishments.

Nor members of the armed forces billeted in homes, even in their own homes. The records do include members of the armed forces on leave and civilians employed on military establishments.

For the family historian there are several key differences. Relationships are not shown and middle names are rarely shown in full. Places of birth are not listed. However, precise dates of birth are given, and this information could save the cost of buying a birth certificate. Birth dates however, are not always recorded correctly. It is important to note the information for the register was enumerated on 29 September 1939. The information was used for the issue of identity cards, administer conscription and to issue ration books as well as monitor and control the movement of the population caused by military mobilisation and mass evacuation.

When the National Health Service was established in 1948, the 1939 National Register was used as the basis of their Central Register, and this remained active up to the early 1990s. Because of this many name changes were recorded as the result of marriages and divorces which occurred in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. People who were born after 29 September 1939, or who arrived in the country after that date, are listed in separate registers.

Of special note for those with agricultural labouring ancestors. By 29 September 1939 there had already been mass evacuations of the population so many people may be listed in an entirely different location to the rest of their family. Many seasonal agricultural workers, including hop-pickers, were still in the countryside when the Register was taken and not at their normal home addresses.

If you can’t find an individual in the place you thought they lived or where their family lived, try searching in ‘reception areas’. These are the rural counties of Bedfordshire, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Cambridgeshire, Cumberland, Dorset, Herefordshire, Huntingdonshire, Northamptonshire and Rutland, Oxfordshire, Shropshire, Suffolk, Sussex, Wiltshire, the Isle of Ely and Holland and Kesteven in Lincolnshire.


Civil registration

The recording of births amongst the agricultural community was often a haphazard affair in the period between 1837, when civil registration was introduced, and 1875 when registration became compulsory. It follows therefore that some births during this time period will not have been registered so it will be necessary to search for a record of baptism, as most families would have their children baptised.
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12. Typical entries in census and civil registration indicating ag lab ancestry.

In the early period of the civil registration process the onus was on the local registrar rather than the parent to make a registration of birth. Those who lived some distance from the register office or were not on any of the registrars ‘rounds’ may not have bothered to register a birth. Even if parents did register a child and that child died, they may not have registered the next child born of the same sex, but given him the same name as the deceased child and used the same birth certificate. This automatically gave an age discrepancy for other research when looking for a marriage or death as the ages may be different. I would suggest using birth years as a guide if you encounter such challenges. The ages are normally within a couple of years. However, in some families there is a definite tradition of registration. Some may not have been given a forename at registration, this being reserved for the naming of the child at baptism. It could also indicate the family followed a nonconformist religion. In some cases, the forename was never subsequently added to the certificate even though there was a facility to do so, using the end column of the certificate. Additional forenames could and often were added at baptism and in some cases a person may have been subsequently known by the other forename throughout their lives.

The registration of the birth of the illegitimate child, which often took place in the workhouse infirmary, stands a better chance of being registered. The workhouse master would make a regular return to the local registrar or the registrar would regularly visit the workhouse for the purpose of registering the births which had taken place but this is not always the case.

In many agricultural communities it was not unusual for a woman to be pregnant at the time of marriage. Many marriages are close to or even after the birth of a child or children but most people actually did marry at some time in their lives. It is important to search for a marriage before, during and after child bearing. Sometimes this meant that the child adopted the surname of the mother’s husband later in life. There was however a percentage of Victorian families where the parents were never legally married. In some communities it was very much a case of marriage by tradition ‘jumping the broomstick’ where the ceremony was conducted in the community according to local tradition.

It is possible from a civil registration certificate to establish the fact that agricultural labourers exist in your ancestry but, as with census returns, the occupations can be enhanced or disguised. Such records do not stand alone from other prime sources.

Because divorce was expensive and only possible under certain circumstances after 1858 the process was beyond the reach of most of the agricultural labouring community. It was not unusual for desertion to take place where the husband would leave wife and children, possibly to the care of the parish or Board of Guardians. Many husbands/fathers would engineer such desertion by taking their families into the workhouse and then leaving them.

In a few cases where bigamy was practised you may find a marriage certificate subsequent to the first marriage where no death or burial could be found for the first spouse. Most however, just set up home again with a second or subsequent partner, the implication being that they were married. Many second and subsequent marriages took place where the deserting man was recorded as a bachelor or single man because few questions were ever asked and were sufficiently far away from the original village that no one questioned the publication of banns. Birth certificates of children from that relationship show both parties as though they were married even if they were not.

Death certificates are extremely useful as many infants and children died. This explains why they do not appear on subsequent census returns or can remain unknown. It is essential to always search for both the birth and death of the same child between census returns when the wife is of child bearing age. I have found on various occasions a birth and death of unnamed children between census returns. A great clue on this is the fertility statistics shown in the 1911 census returns.

In the agricultural community it was not unusual for a wife to die in childbirth or just after, as many could not afford a doctor or midwife to attend the birth. The Victorians in rural communities were not very adventurous with forenames, so if wife number one died and was called Mary, it is feasible that a man could remarry between census returns and wife number two was also called Mary. If you have not located a death in the family and the wife’s name is the same in all the census returns, you may have assumed he was married only the once. Some young widowers never re-married yet lived as a family taking a ‘second wife’. Some relationships of this nature refer to the ‘wife’ as housekeeper.

Causes of deaths recorded in certificates may not make a lot of sense and sometimes it is necessary to understand old medical terms to establish what attributed to someone’s death.

After 1837 it is wise to always search for a certificate of birth (although one may not exist), marriage and death of every ancestor.

Surnames can be and were frequently spelt differently. Many family historians, particularly novices, consider their surname particularly can only be spelt in one way. As an example, in my family history the generic name of Albone has been variously spelt: Alban, Albonn, Owlborn, Owlbon, Auburn, Albun. Be careful to check all possible variants. Agricultural labourers were known for using local dialect and people wrote down what they heard, so it is more than probable that the name was not pronounced how we would pronounce it today. Many researchers miss registered events because they do not consider the variations in spelling.

Civil registration commencement dates

1 July 1837 - England
1 Jan 1855 - Scotland
1 Jan 1864 - Ireland 

Registration of Protestant marriages in Ireland commenced in 1845.


Parish registers and nonconformity

In various areas of England and Wales there was a strong nonconformist connection. In other areas of the country families changed religious allegiance based upon the trend at the time, religious revivalism or the simple fact that they fell out with the local vicar or churchwarden and attended another church. Short term membership of other denominations, with the family then reverting to the established church, was quite normal in many communities.

Most agricultural labourers were God fearing and had a regard for the church. They had to stay on the right side of ecclesiastical authority because it was the parish that helped maintain them in times of hardship. In many cases the officers of the parish were also their landlords or employers.

In rural communities the Church of England registers are full of events concerning agricultural labourers and their families as are the registers of many other religious organisations in the locality. As such they form an essential element of research because they are key to providing the details of changes in the structure of a family.
It is important to understand the effects of the legislation concerning the keeping of parish registers because this will affect how and when searches are undertaken. Such events as the charging of taxes on register entries may mean that multiple baptisms took place when the taxes were lifted. In 1783 the Stamp Act imposed a duty of 3d. on each entry of baptism, marriage or burial. It was repealed in 1793. Those in receipt of parish relief were exempt but it had the effect of reducing the baptisms of children during the period. In many rural parishes block baptisms of children born within the preceding ten years took place after the Act was repealed in 1793.

In the post 1813 registers of baptisms the occupation of fathers was nearly always recorded. The occupations could be enhanced or indicate a specialism was followed, but at least the clue is present as to the trade or skill practiced. Before 1813 such information was not that common, as there was no standard format for baptism entries. Similarly, the father’s name and occupation were usual on a post 1837 marriage certificate. However, in marriages up to 1837, no father is usually given although some meticulous incumbents did record the occupation and marital status of the parties to the marriage. There was no legal requirement to do so. If you find such information it is a bonus.

It is always important to make a note of the witnesses to the marriage, whether they were literate or not. They were often relations or perhaps a work colleague on the same farm. Such information may provide valuable clues for later research.

One exception to the lack of information in a pre-1813 baptism register is the Dade Registers. If you have Yorkshire ancestry this is to your advantage. The Dade registers were in existence from c.1770 to 1812 in many northern parishes, particularly Yorkshire, which adopted a style based upon an idea of William Dade, a Yorkshire clergyman, who succeeded in getting the backing and promotion of his Archbishop William Markham, for their general use. The registers contain important information useful in identifying a labouring family as they indicate the succession of the child being baptised and give information on a couple of earlier generations identifying both father and mother. Dade Registers exist for both baptisms and burials. Regretfully the introduction of Rose’s Act in 1813 stopped their use.

In rural and some urban parishes, where agricultural labourers had large families, some children did not survive beyond a few days or weeks. Parish baptism registers often included more than one baptism entry for the same child. This is known as ‘double entry’ and occurred when a child was born and considered not likely to survive. A midwife, licensed ecclesiastically, or the incumbent was called to privately baptise so that, should the child die, they would have a Christian burial. That event was then recorded in the parish register, sometimes retrospectively as a ‘private’ baptism. If the child survived then a further entry occurred because he/she was accepted into the church and the mother was churched (or blessed). If two baptism entries exist a few weeks apart, this is usually the reason.

For marriages it is important to look at the banns registers post-1753, where they survive. Very often couples met at events like hiring fairs or the weekly markets but lived in different locations, which may have been a distance apart. Officially banns should have been called and published in both parishes and if they were will provide clues to the home parish of each party, which may not always be shown in the actual marriage entry. Often, because agricultural labourers could not afford to do so, the banns were only read in one parish, usually the parish where the marriage was to take place. This was often the home parish of the bride but that was not always the case.

Do not ignore marriage licence bonds and allegations. Although the majority of agricultural labourers married after publication of banns there are some instances where a marriage was by licence. The clue to this will be in the actual marriage register entry, but if a marriage cannot be located then a search of the bonds and allegations is necessary, primarily as a locator tool, but they also contain useful and valuable information to enable elements such as migration or mobility to be established.

Until 1929 males could marry legally from the age of 14 years and females from the age of 12 years. In the rural communities such marriages were not uncommon and some even occurred so that girls, particularly, could rid themselves of a parish apprenticeship.

Not everyone availed themselves of the local parish church for baptisms or burials. After 1754, people had to marry in the Church of England - it was required by law under Hardwick’s Act. However, baptisms of children and some burials could have been recorded in the registers or minute books of the nonconformist chapels to which the family belonged. If your family cannot be traced in Anglican parish registers then a wider search is needed of registers for the other denominations which existed in the area, assuming of course the records survive.

Because the agricultural labouring community often saw the Church of England siding with the gentry and land owners, many would find alternatives to satisfy their spiritual needs. The rise of the nonconformist movement occurred fairly rapidly and many also transferred their allegiance to the Independent Protestants, who often met in the parish church under the direction of a dissenting minister.

There was also the strong family tradition of nonconformist religious worship and this was often the case in areas where such churches were well established or strongly represented. Wales and Cornwall are good examples. It would be worth reversing your research and commencing with nonconformist records. It is useful to historically examine what was happening in regard to religion in the area where your ancestors lived.

The recording of a burial entry in the register is no proof that the person is buried in the churchyard, although in rural parishes they often were. Many villages did have their own cemeteries and if only a funeral service was held in church then the burial entry may exist, but you will be unable to locate a churchyard gravestone. Many members of the agricultural labouring community could not afford headstones so the graves were unmarked apart from perhaps a temporary wooden cross which today will be long-gone.


Wills

Many family historians consider that agricultural labourers would not have been wealthy enough to have made a will. This is a misconception which only the foolhardy researcher would accept. There were not a large number of agricultural labourers who left wills, but as part of the research, a search should always be made. In some families there was a tradition of leaving a will and if you find wills in one generation and you may also find other generations leaving a will.

Very few agricultural labourers would have owned real property but it was the personal effects such as tools of a trade which would have been the subject of a will. With large families this avoided the arguments about distribution of chattels on death. Many a dinner set or family heirloom have been passed down through wills being specific about who inherits what.

If an agricultural labourer left a will, there is a possibility that it could provide cast iron evidence of family relationships and may also provide details of where a burial took place.

The calendar entries for post 1858 wills, sometimes give occupational details, so be aware that agricultural labourers may be listed as specialists such as ploughmen, gamekeepers or shepherds not just as agricultural labourers.

In the period up to 11 January 1858, proving of wills was the responsibility of the ecclesiastical authorities. In the highest court of the land, the Prerogative Court of Canterbury, there is only one will proved where the testator was shown as an agricultural labourer, a John Burr of Margaretting, Essex in 1851 (PROB11/2137) so in the local ecclesiastical courts expect that there may well be a higher proportion. In Wiltshire for example there are wills for 288 farm workers, in some cases recorded as shepherds, ploughmen, shear men etc.

It is very unlikely that any agricultural labourer will appear in death duty registers but it may be that they do appear in associated litigation, particularly in disputes within the church courts or the common law courts. Such things as the validity or authenticity of the will or the mental capacity of the testator could be challenged or there may be matters arising out of the content. Perhaps litigation was not that common an occurrence but it is worth a look.

It will be a different story for the farmer or smallholder and the chances of locating a will is strengthened as they would have had interests in real property to dispose of even if was only a leasehold interest. They may even have fallen into the realms of death duties so a search of the Death Duty registers may be needed depending upon the value of the estate left.


Obituaries and gravestones

Obituaries appear in newspapers and parish magazines for all levels of society. Obituaries come in many forms. In the early 1800s, newspapers sometimes included death notices, which were usually just a couple of lines containing basic details. These death notices increased in length and in number over the next few decades so that by the middle of the 19th century, newspapers were publishing the longer, more descriptive obituaries which in effect became ‘potted histories’ of the person sometimes revealing unusual facts that were not commonly known about. Obituaries aren’t exclusive to newspapers. You may find some printed in village or local histories, on funeral programs and within parish or church magazines.

They can be classed as a type of death record because they usually include the death date and place as well as often indicating the cause of death. Most obituaries list the names of immediate family members and may also list several names of extended family members. Such information gives a unique snapshot of the family and their relationships. On various obituaries in my own research they list the names and relationships to the deceased of all those who attended the funeral. Many obituaries will include anecdotes about your ancestors, such as employment or hobbies/pastimes. Sometimes obituaries will give you insights into a person’s personality.

It is probable that any grave within a churchyard for your labouring ancestor may not have a headstone but you should always look. Many agricultural labourers are commemorated on a memorial which, if they exist, can confirm some of the information about birth and death. It is likely that the more well to do farmers will have a grave memorial although it may be weathered, difficult to read or has been removed. Gravestones in the municipal or non-religious cemeteries are more likely to have survived. Anyone killed in the First World War is going to be commemorated by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission either with a headstone or on a memorial. There are Commonwealth War Grave memorials in churchyards and cemeteries as well as in larger foreign based war cemeteries.

It is always worth searching cemetery databases or using websites such as Find a Grave or Billion Graves. As these are continually growing in size you should regularly revisit for new information frequently accompanied by a photograph.

In any case as part of your initial research you should visit the churchyard and cemetery in the location your ancestors lived.


Newspapers

National, provincial and specialist newspapers can also provide a wealth of information pertinent to an agricultural labourer and his family. Even if they do not mention your ancestor by name there is every possibility that news items and reports could have been about events or happenings that had a direct effect on your ancestor.

Early provincial newspapers tended to report mainly national and international events but included local news from about the mid eighteenth-century. Many such papers did not commence until the early nineteenth century. Most provincial newspapers were privately published and their area of coverage was usually determined commercially. Some covered a reasonably small area and others were county or multi-county in their coverage.

Provincial newspapers carry many reports of meetings of the Agricultural Labourers Trade Unions and Agricultural Societies in their various guises. They also incorporate letters from emigrant agricultural labourers, agricultural society dinners and meetings of friendly societies, advertisements relating to location and dates of hiring fairs, and other such events which affected every member of the rural community.

It was not unusual for some agricultural labourers to fall foul of the law by way of poaching or other petty crime. Reports would be included of the Quarter Sessions or even Assizes at which they were tried, reports of industrial disputes, strikes and the court cases brought by those for unfair dismissal or unfair wages for example in the Hereford Times 1892 Edward & George Johnson with Henry Chandler are charged with assaulting Emily Smith while she was tending cows on Bromyard Downs.

Personal achievements were also recognised by the provincial newspapers such as winning first prize for the best marrow in the local allotment association competition or for being part of a winning football, cricket or local darts team for the village pub. These are not of value genealogically particularly but certainly add flesh to the bones of any family.

News about local communities would also have had a direct effect. Items such as the opening of a new nonconformist chapel or the outbreak of a disease within a village would all have had an effect and may provide the vital clue about particular events within your ancestor’s family. Even the poorest agricultural labourer could have a few column inches devoted to the covering of a wedding or funeral, most of which included potted histories, which can be very informative although journalistic content needs checking for accuracy against other sources.

Searching a run of any provincial newspaper can be time consuming but if you want to put the ‘flesh on the bones’ of your labourer’s family then it is essential - but try not to get side-tracked. You may find the answer to a mystery or be provided with revealing information that you were not aware of. Besides, many provincial newspapers are also held locally in record offices and local studies libraries. Some newspaper proprietors also maintain an archive but as these are essentially private and for their own reference. They may not be co-operative to the researcher because of time restraints on staff.

There are also several specialist newspapers which were produced, particularly after the establishment of the trade union. The following are worth looking at as they give a detailed insight into the plight of the agricultural labourer and report national as well as local happenings, which affected the economy of the rural community and also improved the plight of the average agricultural labourer. There is a section headed ‘news from the counties’ and this provides, albeit union based, information about things topical to where your ancestor resided or worked.


Specialist newspapers:

The English Labourer 1875-1877. 
This newspaper was issued at the request of the Executive Committee of the National Agricultural Labourers’ Union. It contains everything of interest to workers - Union news and reports of meetings, comments on legislation affecting members of the Union, Parliamentary reports, etc. It contains much information on emigration in the 1870s, including letters from settlers.

The English Labourers Chronicle 1877-1894.
This was a successor to the English labourer and was the official organ of the National Agricultural Labourers’ Union and was originally published weekly.

The Labourer 1915-1918.
Published in Norwich during the war years it was again a union-based newspaper.

Labourers Union Chronicle 1873-1875.

National Agricultural Labourers Chronicle and Industrial Review 1875-1877.

The Land Worker 1919 to date
This is the official journal of the National Agricultural Labourers and Rural Workers Union.

Some of the above were short-lived and may provide only limited information whereas others have been succeeded by later titles and as such there is a continuity of publication.

All of the above are available through the British Library Newsroom at St Pancras or the Boston Spa Library. The British Library is undertaking a programme of digitisation of the popular newspapers but some of the lesser popular titles will still remain in hardcopy format or on microfilm for the foreseeable future. Check the online catalogue for availability.

Another very useful newspaper published weekly between 1857 and 1903 was the Poor Law Unions’ Gazette. (see below). It was produced for and circulated to all union workhouses, boards of guardians and the local constabularies and was essentially a list of those who had deserted from the workhouse usually leaving their family chargeable to the parish in which they resided or were settled. Each union had the opportunity to post physical descriptions of the deserters and in some cases, there are clues to migration of named people. 
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3 - The agricultural labourers’ environment


The rural economy affecting agricultural labourers

Every single agricultural labourer and his family would have been affected by the economic ups and downs, as well as the prosperity and depressions which occurred. The transition from horse drawn plough to steam engines and the invention of many different mechanical implements made the more arduous labouring tasks palatable which affected the daily work regime of our ancestors. This did not mean however, that the age of the horse in farming was dead. At the start of the First World War there were still over 900,000 horses working the land in England and Wales but of course most were seconded by the military.

Every true family historian is, I am sure, interested in placing their ancestors within their contemporary environment. To do so necessitates gaining an understanding of the social and economic conditions which surrounded them in their daily lives and also to build up a picture of the type of work they did, what their living conditions were like and what the local influences were that affected each and every member of usually large families. It remains with you, the family historian, to investigate just exactly what impact these measures had on your ancestral families.

Before the industrial revolution the majority of the population of rural England was employed in some capacity on the land. Agriculture provided many different types of employment and the labourer fell into two basic groups:

those labourers who worked for a particular farmer or estate for long periods, often their whole lives or those who worked on a much shorter term normally an annual basis often contracting out their labour. These were frequently referred to as ‘hired men or women’.

Throughout their lives, the agricultural labourers suffered periods of low wages and high outgoings. Moves were made over time by campaigners, the unions and even the landowners and government to try and improve conditions. However, the process was slow. In order to help the labouring families sustain their lives various ‘allowance’ systems were introduced.


Allowance systems

The Speenhamland system grew out of a meeting in 1795 of the Justices of the Peace in the village of Speenhamland in Berkshire and was a form of supplementary outdoor relief intended to help alleviate rural poverty. The authorities at Speenhamland approved what can only be described as a means-tested sliding-scale of wage supplements. The Speenhamland allowance system appears to have reached its height during the Napoleonic Wars. The Berkshire Quarter Sessions met on 6 May 1795 to agree a scale of payments to farm labourers thus topping up their wages. The money was taken from the local rate collections. The effect was to set a minimum income guarantee that depended on the size of family and was directly connected to the price of bread. The allowance rose and fell depending upon that price which was determined by a fairly complex formula. The Speenhamland system was widely adopted in many rural areas of the south and south-east of the country. However, to some extent it was counter-productive because it encouraged lower pay and discouraged hard work resulting in lower productivity which was further exacerbated by a decrease in poor relief supposedly as a deterrent.

During the boom period of the Napoleonic Wars, labourers’ wages were kept down but after 1815 during the post war depression the Speenhamland system began to have an adverse effect, namely falling wages, increasing welfare costs, cuts in relief, increased impoverishment and demoralisation of agricultural labouring families, which led to opposition on a mass scale to the system and ultimately riots and social unrest.

The allowance systems kept labourers quiet at a time of high prices and low wages, but by 1834 it was becoming very obvious that the system was not working because it had encouraged idleness amongst some workers and took away one of the working-class attributes, that of pride in their work. Agricultural labourers were also encouraged to marry young and have a large family because a man in such a situation would have received a much higher income according to the scales introduced by the Speenhamland system.

From the farmers’ point of view, it meant that there was no need to increase labourers’ wages as they knew it would be made up from the allowances and out of the poor rate. Economically it is impossible to know whether the farmers were better off paying a slightly increased poor rate or paying additional wages to their labourers.

The Speenhamland system nevertheless was an important forerunner of the 1834 New Poor Law and also to the later development of the welfare state, both of which were not without effect on the rural labouring communities.

Another allowance system that affected the everyday life of the agricultural labourer was the Roundsman System. This was a plan where a parish paid the occupiers of farms (or indeed other property) to employ unemployed agricultural workers at a wage rate which was determined by the parish vestry, the employer being repaid out of the poor rate the money he paid in wages above a certain limit.
The plan was that the parish agreed with a farmer to sell to him the labour of one or more labourers at a certain price, paying to the pauper out of the parish funds the difference between that price and the allowance which the scale, again according to the price of bread and the number of his family, awarded him.

In some areas it became known as the ticket or billet system, named as such after the ticket signed by the overseer which the labourer gave to the farmer as a warrant for his being employed. On completion of his employment the billet was returned it to the overseer duly signed by the farmer, as a proof that the labourer had fulfilled the conditions of the ticket. In some cases the parish contracted with a person to have some work performed for him by the labourer at a given price, the parish taking the responsibility to pay the labourer’s wages as opposed to the farmer reclaiming the money from the parish.

In the majority of parishes the roundsman system was conducted by means of an ‘auction’. All the unemployed men were put up to sale periodically, sometimes monthly or weekly, at prices controlled according to the time of year. In this system those who were not able bodied such as the old and infirm commanded less than the able-bodied. The Roundsman System was again discontinued as a result of the introduction of the New Poor Law in 1834 but two years earlier the Labour Rate, which worked on a similar basis, was introduced and to some extend replaced the Roundsman System anyway.

Valuable information about the plight of labouring families can be established using the records of either of these systems which are generally found in the parish chest records of the overseers of the poor or in the local Quarter Sessions records, although the latter is usually administrative but does serve to establish the patterns of relief granted in the area.


The open or closed village

Perhaps the greatest effect on the lives of the agricultural labouring community was that of authoritarianism from the gentry and estate owners. Until at least the end of the First World War the agricultural labourers were subject to the controls of those who owned the land. Landowners also served in many different positions of authority besides being their employers. They were the Justices of the Peace and as such were the local magistrates before whom the agricultural labourer would appear if caught poaching or committing other petty crime, or if they had to explain where they were settled. They were also their landlords who chided them if they could not afford their rents. They were their churchwardens who questioned them if they missed church or the overseers of the poor to whom they applied for parish poor relief when times were hard.

Inside the boundaries of many country estates there was a degree of affluence, leisure and conviviality which may have been experienced by the closed tenants. Outside of that environment, small farmers, skilled craftsmen reliant upon the agricultural industry and the humble village labourers tried to eke out a living. Every community accepted, usually without question, that the country house and the estate was the axis of rural life. When the gentry served in the offices of magistrate or guardian of the poor they did so with a full knowledge of their role. Very few opposed or questioned their decisions for fear that they may lose their jobs or homes.

Closed village was a term invented by the Poor Law Commissioners to indicate where land was owned by a single person, or in some cases a small group of landowners. Places like Milton Abbas in Dorset or Edensor on the Chatsworth estate are typical examples. The ownership of the land within a village determined the type of community that developed. The closed village or parish was essentially owned by the estate and as such the owner exercised significant control over the village economics. Parish rates were kept to a minimum by restricting residence to those who had assured employment on the estate and were less likely to draw on poor relief. The landowners sought to retain their workers often with the provision of schools and other village amenities. To some extent, residence in a closed village was considered a privilege and had advantages to the labouring family because inevitably the landowner looked after them with better appointed cottages, allotments, and other benefits including their welfare. However, as tenants, they were more subject to his controls than families who lived in open villages.

The ‘closed village’ particularly in Victorian times would have cottages in good repair and with well-kept gardens. The tenanted farms and farm buildings were constructed to a high standard and there would be few if any tied cottages. Apart from reducing the parish obligation to the poor, the advantages to a landlord of managing a closed village included the likelihood of attracting a good class of tenant farmer and labourer. It was obvious that the owners were looking after the poorer inhabitants and the village ‘estate’ usually became a showpiece to reflect the generosity and civility of the landlord. Some wealthy landowners completely rebuilt their estate villages. Often the design of a house reflected the status of the tenant but the estates were working environments, managed primarily for profit. The cottages were not always as they appeared from the front with many still being damp, draughty, cold, small and overcrowded.

In many closed villages the school was probably better endowed than schools in open villages which were reliant on voluntary subscriptions, frequently unreliable and less generous. There was generally less expansion and development. Apart from agricultural labourers there were the usual supporting village trades such as blacksmiths, wheelwrights, millers, gamekeepers, shop keepers, inn keepers, shoemakers and dressmakers, all necessary for the working of the estate and the village. The only place of worship was the Anglican Church unless the land owners themselves were nonconformist when further places of worship often existed.

The advantages of living in a closed village were to some extent obvious and the village would have provided a reasonably comfortable and healthy residence. There were around 370 closed (estate) villages in England and Wales in the mid-1800s.

In the open villages or parishes there were fewer controls as they were not estate controlled. Different landowners existed and as such, restrictions were not imposed. Because there was little control, inferior properties and higher rents were the norm and there were certainly none of the perks of a closed community. To a large degree there was also more crime and rowdiness.

Material conditions were not everything and there were more subtle differences between the open and closed villages. If the population was employed on the estate or by one of its tenant farmers and lived in an estate house, an atmosphere of subservience accompanied by a feeling of loss of independence and dignity frequently existed. Inhabitants of open villages on the other hand, despite their poorer living conditions and high Poor Rate, valued their freedoms and it was in these villages that the social spectrum of radicalism, politics and religion thrived.

Many villages around the country fell into a category midway between closed and open as they had both the gentry, whose tenants were trusty estate workers and the lesser landlords, who were not as bothered about the class of tenant and were not averse to the mobility of the labourers or indeed to admitting itinerant travellers. It has been mooted that residence in this type of village was the forerunner of urbanisation for the labouring family. Conditions would be little different in the mill or mine towns should they decide to migrate.


Records relating to rural pauperism

It is very unlikely that your agricultural labourer ancestor and his family will have escaped the need to call upon parish relief, the workhouse system or handouts from parish charities. The records of both the old and the new poor law with a transition date of 1834 are a valuable source of information and should not be neglected. The only real challenge, like many other types of records, is their survival rate but where they do exist, they will provide a valuable insight into the lives of labouring families.


The new Poor Law - post 1834

Administration of the poor relief changed as a result of the Poor Law Amendment Act 1834. Effectively it transferred the administration of relief from the individual parish ecclesiastical authorities to a ‘Union’ elected body known as the Board of Guardians. From 1834 groups of parishes amalgamated into ‘unions’ and each parish was represented on the board by elected representatives. Depending on the size of the parish more than one person could be elected. These Poor Law Unions also became the basis of the registration districts associated with the civil registration system in 1837 and in many instances were based on the old ‘hundred’ system.

One important aspect of the new poor law system was the introduction of the Union Workhouse. In some rural areas parishes had combined previously, in or around 1782, under Gilbert’s Act, to set up the early union workhouses but after 1834 no one could obtain any form of relief without succumbing to residency within this institution. This changed in the 1870s with the reintroduction of outdoor relief administered by the parish relieving officer.

Under this system there was sometimes little sympathy with the agricultural labourer who would not avail himself of the workhouse. Many families remained poverty stricken because pride would not allow them to go into the workhouse until it became absolutely necessary. There was also a great reliance on the generosity of the extended family and sometimes friends to look after a poor family.

The records generated by the workhouse are a major source for anyone researching ancestors in any community but for the agricultural labourer and his family a spell in the workhouse, sometimes with regular frequency, was often inevitable. Where the records survive, they are generally deposited in county record offices but I would stress that the records for every Poor Law Union may not exist. Use workhouses.org to locate information on available records. The National Archives also hold a large collection of records generated by the Poor Law Commission which was the government quango responsible for implementation of the various poor laws. These are well worth a search, provided you are aware of the union in which your ancestor resided.

The following is a synopsis of the records which will help you to add detail to the lives of your agricultural labouring ancestor.


Poor Law Commission records

Records of the Poor Law Commission and its successors, the Poor Law Board, General Board of Health and Local Government Board can generally be located in series MH at The National Archives. The records of most interest when tracing an ag lab ancestor can be found in MH12 which contain correspondence documents between the various Boards of Guardians and the Commission covering many aspects of the organisation. Some MH12 poor law records have been digitised and are accessible via Discovery. MH27 may also be of interest as this contains information about Poor Law school districts. The particular records likely to be of interest are those associated with workhouse inmates. You will need to undertake a detailed search as many records relate to administrative matters and the appointment of staff, but there is much to be gained from the correspondence as they frequently concern individuals. Most are not indexed so a chronological search will be needed.

It is also possible that members of an agricultural labourer’s family may have been employed in the workhouse. Most workhouses employed servants and porters and these could easily be from such a family. The main records of appointment are within the above class but summary lists for all union staff, organised by union are in class MH9 which is a good starting point to identify, by name and date, the time period of such employment.


Admission and discharge registers

Every one entering and leaving the workhouse did so voluntarily (in most cases) but some troublesome inmates may have been expelled and some perhaps deserted. The names and personal details would be entered into the admission and discharge registers. Because of their nature they are organised chronologically and many inmates would enter and leave on a regular basis. The length of their stay would depend upon their personal circumstances at any one time.

It is necessary to undertake a page by page search as there is no easy way of knowing when and for how long someone was resident. The registers provide very useful information.

Admission
• Name of inmate - the whole family may not have entered the workhouse. 
• Year born or age.
• Parish to which they belong - this is usually the parish of residence but in some areas it may be their parish of settlement.
• Marital status.
• Occupation.
• Reason for entry.
• Religious persuasion - though use of the Creed Registers may be more enlightening in this regard.

Discharge
• Name of inmate.
• Parish to which they belong.
• Number on the relief list.
• Reason.
• Date of discharge.
• Remarks - can be extremely revealing and enlightening.

The registers do not always survive for the whole period so it is necessary to check availability before researching. You may find that because of record keeping people go in and are not recorded as going out before they go in again!


Creed registers

The Creed Registers referred to above are similar to the admission and discharge registers, usually compiled at a slightly later date from information in the admission registers. The main use of these registers is that they provide details of the religion of inmates thus enabling a researcher to search correct parish registers or nonconformist records for vital events. They will also indicate whether the inmate was discharged or died in the workhouse.


Apprenticeship registers

On admission to a workhouse the Board of Guardians could decide whether or not to apprentice younger members of an agricultural labourer’s family and very often the family had no choice. Both boys and girls could be subject to the poor law apprenticeship which was not that different to the system administered by the parish authorities before 1834. The 1834 Act had intended to do away with the apprenticing of workhouse children as it did not fit with the maxim of less eligibility. This was effectively that the plight of a workhouse inmate was inferior to those outside the workhouse. However, in practice this was slow to happen and plenty of children were apprenticed in this way, certainly up to the 1870s.

Again, not all union apprenticeship registers survive but where they do, there is valuable information to be found. As it was usual for sons to follow in their fathers’ footsteps, they are useful in identifying any change in occupation of the children and for establishing why a child may not have been resident with the family on census night.

The purpose behind the apprenticeship system was essentially long term. The idea was not necessarily to split up families but to enable an eligible child to gain a skilled trade and thus be able to have regular work so that they could contribute/support the family budget and also pay poor rate, thus relieving the Board of an ongoing long-term financial responsibility.

The apprenticeship registers contain information of great value:

• Name of apprentice.
• Age.
• Sex.
• Date of agreement (usually for minimum of 7 years).
• Residence of apprentice.
• Name of master.
• Address of master.
• Trade of master.
• Remarks.


Desertion from the workhouse

Why, you may ask when entry into and discharge from the workhouse was purely voluntary, did so many agricultural labourers desert? Many had an ulterior motive and would engineer it so that they could desert from the workhouse. To do so they, in effect, absconded in workhouse clothing to get away from a troublesome spouse. Divorce, not available until 1858, was financially beyond the reach of the average labourer added to which there had to be a specific reason. Desertion was the easiest way to rid oneself of marital responsibility.

A search through the discharge registers will reveal when a person deserted because in the reason column it will state ‘deserted’. As admission and discharge registers recorded important statistical information, all had to be accounted for.

The problem became so intense that details of those deserting were published in the Poor Law Unions’ Gazette. Besides being of interest to establish migration, a record in the paper would perhaps be the only physical description to be found of your agricultural labourer ancestor. Within each paper the deserters are listed by the union from which they deserted. Samuel Chambers is a good example. He deserted from the Biggleswade Workhouse and his entry in the Gazette reads:

‘SAMUEL CHAMBERS, farm labourer, aged 39, about 5’9’ high, dark complexion, black hair and whiskers rather inclined to grey, light blue eyes, broad across the shoulders and rather stout, has been working at Barking Essex, deserted his wife Martha and six children at Broom in February last leaving them chargeable to the parish of Southill in this union.’

Not only had Samuel deserted from the workhouse (1st offence) but he had left his family chargeable to the parish (2nd offence) and he married again in Essex as a bigamist (3rd offence) all of which could be punishable by the courts if he was ever apprehended. As far as can be established, Samuel never was. Southill parish and the union continued to support Martha and her six children until they became of an age where they could earn their own living. Two of the children were apprenticed by the guardians and several members of the family were in and out of the workhouse on a regular basis.

The Gazette was a weekly private publication founded in 1856 and running until 1903. It is particularly useful to family historians in that it provided information on workhouse inmates from the labouring classes from all over the country who deserted their wives and families, leaving them chargeable to the Poor Law Unions. It was circulated to other Poor Law Unions and to the local constabulary with a view to trying to apprehend the deserter and bring him to justice so the Union could recover the expense incurred in maintaining the family. This was often not pursued as fervently as it could have been.

The Gazettes can be searched online on the British Newspaper Archive website.
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13. Desertion from the workhouse - The Poor Law Unions’ Gazette.


Abiding by the rules

Whilst inmates of the workhouse, everyone had to abide by the rules, some of which were considered petty but nevertheless they were imposed to prevent anarchy and riot. Some of the trivial punishments and reprimands were recorded in the punishment book which makes interesting research, if your ancestor was amongst them. Other behaviour was punished through the courts. There are records surviving within the workhouse system to indicate such circumstances usually within the punishment books. The master’s journals where they exist may also mention them. Such crimes, mainly of a petty nature, which were subject to the courts included drunk and disorderly conduct, wilful damage, assault and breach of the peace. On many occasions the severity of punishment did not ‘fit the crime’ as they were meant initially as a deterrent.


Birth, baptism, death and burial

One aspect of the workhouse system which was particularly relevant to rural workhouses was that of birth and baptism, death and burial. Often the workhouse was some way from the register office and mainly in the early years between 1837 and 1875, when the onus was on the registrar to seek out and register births particularly, not all were recorded. However, births in union workhouses were usually registered by the master.

We are all aware of the inevitability of finding illegitimacy in our ancestry and this was no exception with families of agricultural labourers. Many such births took place in the workhouse infirmaries and might have escaped registration or been registered late. Baptisms may also have occurred in the workhouse chapels and be recorded in the associated baptism registers. In such cases they would not have taken place in the local parish church and the workhouse baptism record may be overlooked by the researcher.

Workhouse baptism registers provide much the same information as the Rose’s registers post 1812 but they may also record the parish to which the mother (or parents) belonged. In some cases, a birth of a child may have taken place while the whole family was in the workhouse. Be aware however, that some baptisms which took place in the workhouse chapel were performed by a visiting local incumbent and may well end up being recorded in the normal parish baptism register.

Where such registers survive, a search is essential if you are unable to find a baptism in traditional parish sources. Sometimes the existence of a child born in the workhouse would not be known. An address may be given on a birth certificate which does not show up as a workhouse, and this is particularly true after 1904. Hence you may be looking in a parish register for a baptism when it has occurred in the workhouse. A complete listing of the workhouse addresses can be found online at workhouse.org. Some children may have died in infancy in the workhouse before the mother or parents were discharged or before a child was actually baptised.

At the other end of life many people were in the workhouse, particularly during the latter part of Victoria’s reign because of illness, infirmity or disease and may have died there. Registers of death and burial also exist. If an inmate died in the workhouse then the family were notified and could arrange for the burial in the home parish. Where the Guardians took care of the burial the inmate was either buried in the workhouse burial ground and their graves were totally unmarked by any headstone or they were buried in a local cemetery or burial ground. It follows therefore that the burial may not be in the parish in which the inmate was domiciled. Parishes were sometimes charged by the workhouse for the burial of an inmate, who was domiciled in the parish, and in some cases the death may be recorded in the workhouse register and the burial undertaken in the parish, when the family had taken the body back to their home for the funeral service thus resulting in a double entry. After 1837 most deaths were registered but the final resting place often remains a mystery or cannot be located.

One important factor to be aware of is that under the Anatomy Acts unclaimed bodies could be donated to medical research so a burial will not be located. It was, however, usual for the death to be registered.


Outdoor relief

Under the requirements of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, the facility of granting outdoor relief was discontinued although there is evidence to suggest that it did continue in many areas certainly in the early years of the New Poor Law.

All those wanting assistance had to become inmates of the workhouse. Most workhouses were built in rural locations to accommodate about 300 inmates, which, despite the ever-changing inmates, often led to overcrowding or to the institutions being full. This situation became fairly untenable in the late 1860s, so much so that by 1871 the government had re-introduced outdoor relief. Each parish had a relieving officer appointed, whose role was to administer outdoor relief in that particular parish in much the same way as the pre-1834 overseer had done.
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14. Weekly outdoor relief ledger.

Ledgers were maintained of all those receiving parish-based relief on a weekly basis and where they have survived, provide a good insight into the economic climate of the area and will also name the recipients and show how much they had been allowed each week.

These are a valuable source in tracing your agricultural labouring ancestor and his family and should not be ignored where they survive. Without looking at them you will have no idea when and if, your ancestors were recipients of such relief even though not in the workhouse.


The transition between the old and new Poor Law

The introduction of the new Poor Law was not without its controversy and the various commissions and investigations, which pre and post-dated its implementation, provide a wealth of information on economic conditions affecting and imparted by the agricultural labourer. They give a very detailed insight into how they lived and, whilst it may not be the words or reports of your ancestor, there is a strong possibility that an ancestor may have been the person interviewed or at least was a person from the same village or farm subject to the same influences.

Although there are many Parliamentary reports and Royal Commissions affecting labour and the Poor Laws the most significant was the Royal Commission set up in 1834 to enquire into the administration and operation of the Poor Laws and the various select committees associated therewith.

Commissioners travelled around the country and visited villages where they questioned members of the community, both farmer and labourer, about conditions at the time. The questions asked of agricultural labourer witnesses provide an insight into daily life. How great it is when you discover your ancestor was a participant - you will have first-hand information about your ancestor’s life as they could only answer from personal experiences.

Between 1824 and 1900 the Poor Laws were affected by about sixty bills, Royal Commissions and amendments to bills affecting agricultural labourers, some significant, others of minor importance.

Most of these are amongst the Parliamentary Papers and can be found in the Parliamentary Archives (formerly House of Lords Record Office) with copies often available in The National Archives, some county record offices and local reference libraries.

The type of information is both statistical for specific areas and also question and answer narratives.

The questions asked of agricultural labourers for which each individual gave a response were:

Where do you live?
Have you been employed there for many years?
Who did you work for?
Have you been married?
How old are you?
How many children do you have?
Have you received any relief from the parish for the support of any of those children?
Have you had any assistance during the sickness of the children?
What has been your wages for the last five years?
Is that summer and winter? (in relation to the above)
How much did you earn in harvest time?
Have you had that every year?
Do you belong to any benefit society?
Has your wife been able to earn?
How many children can assist with your labour?
At what age did they begin earning?
Have you had constant employment?
Have you been employed on the same farm?
What have you paid for rent?
What have you paid for your coals every year?
How much have you paid into the club each year?
Have you had any assistance from the club for sickness?
What food have you supported yourself with?
Did you get meat on Sundays?
What do you drink?
Do you keep a pig?
Have you a garden?
What extent is your garden?
Is it of much use to you?
Do you get potatoes?
Do you ever get any milk?
Do you use tea in your family?
How much have clothes for you and your family cost this year?
Have the parish poor rates ever made up part of your wages?
Have you ever worked by the piece?
Can you always get work by piece?
Where do you reckon your settlement to be?
Is your cottage in good repair?
How many rooms do you have?

There are other questions as well which were asked supplemental to the above. By looking at the responses given to these questions it is possible to build up a very good picture of what life was like, albeit perhaps a snapshot, for your ancestor.

There are also examples of parishes listing the wages of every working man. These were provided to the select committee on labourers’ wages when it was investigating in 1824. The lists provide details of the labourers’ wages and the boys’ wages, but may not always be detailed.

Questions were also asked of the farmers and estate owners so that it was possible for the commission to obtain a balanced view of the situation. A questionnaire was also completed by the parish clerk for statistical information.

Not every village in every county provided information but where the villages were visited a high proportion of the labour force were interviewed. In Bedfordshire for example, the following villages were the subject of the commission enquiry: Sharnbrook, Old Warden, Southill, Caddington, Kempston, Meppershall, Poddington, Northill Cople, Westoning, Bromham, Turvey, Blunham and Willington which equate to about 15% of the county. Similar proportions were used in other counties throughout the country.

Under the new Poor Law, applicants for poor relief had to supply certain information to enable claims to be considered by the Guardians. Questions were basic but answers given were full of family history information. They are filed with the administration records of the Poor Law Union and found in local county record offices. Typical of the majority of applications are the following questions:

• Name and age of applicant.
• Name and age of wife.
• Names and ages of children under 16 years.
• Parish of settlement.
• Residence and amount of rent.
• Calling (occupation).
• Size and rent of allotment.
• Able bodied.
• If not able-bodied description of disability.
• Medical aid received.
• Cause of present application.
• Names of relations capable, under the Act of assisting applicant.
• Present weekly earnings of applicant and family.
• Relief ordered by Guardians (or refused).

The following is a summary of responses given by one of my ancestors on an agricultural labourer’s state in 1834 and 1837 and recorded in the select committee report on the Poor Law Amendment Act. It gives a good idea of how the labourer’s life progressed.


John Carter

Summary of his own account in 1834 and 1837 to the Select Committee on the Poor Law Amendment Act.

IN 1834
John Carter, aged 25 years, married, two children aged five years and two years. 
Work employed on - Jobbing
Employed for 10 weeks, earned £4.10s.0d. Received an additional £2 for harvest and his wife 10s.0d. for gleaning. 
Parish Poor Relief - £13.8s.0d.
Paid out £6.18s.0d. for rent and fuel

IN 1837
John Carter, aged 28 years, married, three children aged eight years, five years and two years.
Work employed on - Threshing 
Employed for 52 weeks, earned £23.8s.0d. received an additional £2 for harvest
Union Poor Relief - None (only available if entering the workhouse)
Paid out £6.18s.0d. for rent and fuel
Throughout this period John’s wages were static - 9s.0d. per week, Harvest earnings were the same at £2. In 1834 the weather was extremely poor; he could only work for 10 weeks. In 1837 his family had grown and he enjoyed a full year’s work. In 1837 he spent £18.10s.0d. on necessities (food, tools, boots etc.) against £13.10s.0d. in 1834. He was no better off.


The old Poor Law

The poor law system had existed in England and Wales since the early 1500s and using the records generated by the parish authorities can be a great help in determining the plight of the agricultural labourer and his family. These records are essential research for the period up to 1834.

The records, which may not always survive, are contained in what is commonly referred to as ‘the parish chest’ documents. They will provide information on family relationships and the relationship between people and places giving that vital clue about their lives and migration patterns.

They show information about unemployment periods, illegitimacy in the family, desertion, illnesses, bereavement, vagrancy and property occupation. There are in effect ten different records which can give vital information about the agricultural labourer for various reasons.

Before the 1841 census, these may be the only surviving records of the lives of ordinary labourers and their families. A history of the poor law system is not necessary, suffice it to say that the 1601 Act was possibly the most significant because it made the parish responsible for three areas: relief of its aged and helpless; providing work for the able bodied who could not work in their usual calling; bringing up unprotected children in the ‘habits of industry’. It also made each parish a self-governing body administered by unpaid annually elected officers.
This situation continued virtually unchanged until 1834. The elements of the old poor law system which directly affected the agricultural labourer do not really include the administrative records although it was not impossible for an agricultural labourer to hold a parish office such as sexton, overseer or churchwarden. All parishioners paying the parish rate (agricultural labourers did not escape the rate unless of course they were in receipt of relief in that half year when no payment was made) were entitled to attend the open vestry meeting held each year.


Vestry minutes

The vestry, which was the governing body of the parish, usually met in the room in the church given that name and the council was composed of the incumbent and other local parishioners of all social groups and could appoint parish officials all named and frequently recording occupation and address. Vestry meetings were normally held weekly or fortnightly and made all the important decisions about the parish, including those concerning paupers and money.

Vestries were either open, when most parishioners attended, or closed, where the parish officers and usually the incumbent attended. Closed or ‘select’ vestries were extremely common in the north east.

The vestry minutes record the parish business, covering the annual nomination of the important parish officers as well as fixing the various parish and poor rate. Assessments on individual properties are sometimes reported, as well as settlement decisions and apprenticeship records. The minutes which vary from parish to parish could also record the relief given to paupers, in money, goods etc. and ratify orders for admittance to the parish poorhouse.

The new Poor Laws of the 19th century and the Local Government Act of 1894 which created elected parish councils brought a close on the vestry.


Parish rate books

Rate books survive prolifically amongst the papers of the old poor law. The amount of the rate was set at the annual open vestry meeting, usually around Easter, for the following year. The rate books usually cover a fairly large period and can act as a kind of annual census for the parish. It is possible to trace the length of time someone was in a parish and if they are missing from the rate list it suggests they may have moved, died or have been in receipt of relief at the time the rate was levied. In some smaller parishes they are an integral part of the overseers’ accounts or churchwardens’ records rather than being separate.

Use the rate books to provide the clues to look at other records for your ancestors. Incidentally, those found for the period of the new Poor Law should contain more detail including the address as well as the name of owner and occupier, something which was not required under the old poor law system.


Overseers’ accounts

The overseer was ultimately responsible for the parish poor relief and his accounts and records are paramount to research. In some cases, the overseers were very particular about their records noting every item for which payment was made.

Virtually every agricultural labourer and his family will appear in them at some time or other, perhaps even on a regular basis. The type of payments made were for such things as rent, provision of clothing and food, payment for the attendance of midwives and doctors, coffins and funeral expenses for family members.

The overseer also paid for the transporting of paupers from one parish to another particularly those subject to removal orders. Searches should be made in the accounts for both the parish of settlement and the parish of residence if different - assuming of course the parish of settlement can or has been established.

These records are, by their nature, chronological and need to be searched thoroughly in order to build up a picture of the relief granted to your ancestral family.


Apprenticeship records

Much as the Boards of Guardians had the right to exercise apprenticeship of children so did the overseers and churchwardens of a parish before 1834. They often did so without due regard to the family situations but nevertheless the apprenticing of the children of agricultural labourers generated another set of records which should not be overlooked. In some areas large numbers of children were put out as apprentices by the overseers and churchwardens.

Some apprenticeships undertaken by the parish were voluntary and some were also arranged by the parish charities. Children were usually bound between the ages of seven to ten years but after 1834 this was generally at a minimum age of nine years. The majority of apprentices in rural parishes were the children of agricultural labourers. In rural areas many males were bound in husbandry and females in housewifery. Some were lucky enough to be apprenticed to learn a skilled trade. The allocation used by the overseers was usually rotational so it depended where in that system a child was found as to who he or she was apprenticed to as master or mistress and for what discipline. Some landowners who were assigned apprentices actually sent them to serve with their tenants rather than have the responsibility themselves.

There are several types of document which could survive and provide useful information. The apprenticeship indentures could exist as a loose document among estate papers or as part of a bundle of papers in the parish chest, however the survival rate is very intermittent.

The parish apprenticeship register is perhaps the best source of information as it will give the following information:

• Date of agreement.
• Name of apprentice.
• Sex.
• Age.
• Names of parents or at least the father.
• Residence of parents.
• Name and address of master.
• Master’s trade.
• Term of apprenticeship and fee paid.
• The name of the overseer/s.
• Magistrate’s endorsements.

Binding receipts may also survive in various formats within the overseers’ records or may be incorporated as chronological entries in the account books.

Apprenticeships were legally terminated by completing the full term, being badly treated, by marriage (and in some cases people married before the apprenticeship term ended) or by the apprentice absconding which would often lead to a ‘wanted’ notice appearing in the local paper.

It was not uncommon for various disputes relating to apprenticeships to end up before the Quarter Sessions Court or at least a Justice of the Peace. Newspapers in later years may have carried reports and there could be mention in the vestry minutes as well. If discovered this aspect should be pursued through appropriate records.


Settlement

By far the most important aspect of poor relief is associated with the settlement of a family. Unfortunately, many settlement papers and associated documents may not survive. Those that do exist will provide tantalising clues but may not give the full picture. The Settlement Act of 1662 instigated this but the 1691 Act laid down specific qualifications for settlement which in view of the annual employment of agricultural labourers has a major impact on tracing their mobility.

Settlement in a parish could be gained by:

Birth - a legitimate child took his father’s parish of settlement even if he was not born there. An illegitimate child took his parish of birth unless they were born in the workhouse, when, from approximately 1743, they took the mother’s parish if that could be established.

Apprenticeship - in a parish either privately or by a parish authority.

Employment for a full year - 365 days with each full year’s service replacing the last one as the parish of settlement. The criteria was a full year. Many annually employed agricultural labourers could not always claim that. Many annual employment contracts were terminated after 364 days so look also at the frequency of the local hiring fairs.

Marriage - a woman always took her husband’s parish of settlement on marriage.

Property - renting a property in a village with a value of more than £10 a year. This was usually well beyond the means of an average agricultural labourer but perhaps not for a tenant farmer or smallholder.

Public Office - election to a parish office for a year. i.e. churchwarden, overseer, constable, surveyor. In some cases the appointment as a sexton also changed settlement status.

From 1697 a person could freely move to another parish provided they had a certificate. This acted as their insurance policy against removal. Closely associated with settlement certificates are removal orders and examinations relating to both.


Settlement papers

Settlement certificates were either hand written in the earlier period or printed with the blanks filled in. They were issued by the overseer of the parish of settlement and recorded the names of the family members affected, often with ages of children. Their principal role was to acknowledge ownership of the holder as having fulfilled the criteria set out in the Settlement Act and protected him from removal unless he actually claimed relief, when the overseer of the parish could either make payment and try and claim it from the settled parish or take the easier option and remove the family back to the parish of settlement.

The place of settlement was not always the place of birth of any party named therein.

Overseers often, but not always, collected these certificates from new residents to the village and kept them in the parish chest. A copy would also be retained by the originating overseer so there are two possible places where a certificate may have survived. The question facing the family historian is which one was the originating parish, easily determined if both survive.

Sometimes you will be lucky enough to find a list maintained by the overseers of incoming settlements. These will either be separate and retained with a bundle of certificates or will be part of the overseers’ accounts with pages interspersed periodically, often annually.

Many agricultural labourers frequently disputed their parish of settlement or did not even really know where it was. Examinations were undertaken and the records of these can assist in tracing the movement of an ancestor so are extremely valuable.

Examinations for settlement or against removals contain a virtual autobiography detailing place of birth, apprenticeship history, occupations and work history, previous parishes of residence and details of marriage and children. It was of course possible for someone to give false information so different details may exist on different documents. If there was an element of doubt, then relations or former employers could also be examined before the determination of the parish of settlement was made. Examinations were normally undertaken under oath.

Although essentially a parish-based document, examinations were before a Justice of the Peace or in Quarter Sessions and such records of the appropriate court should also be consulted particularly when parish documents do not survive.

The examinations were very important as they determined the future residence of the agricultural labourer and his family. If the examination was not in his favour or if the overseer chose to exercise his right to remove someone to their settled parish, then a removal order was made. Again, two copies could possibly exist as one was made for each parish. They will invariably show the parish of settlement and may also contain details of the examination or be accompanied by the examination itself. They usually provide much the same information as a settlement certificate in that they provide family names, but everyone named may not have been removed at the same time. Removed families often stayed temporarily in parish poorhouses in their parish of settlement or in lodgings paid for by the overseers.

If the removal was over a considerable distance then it was usual for the family to be accompanied by the parish constable who made sure they were removed to where they supposed to be. In doing so the constable records may give ledger entries for board and lodgings or may contain a report of the removal and act as supplementary evidence of the removal having taken place.

These three documents together, assuming they survive, are proof of migration of a family and should, where possible, be researched as a matter of course.


Illegitimacy and bastardy

In most agricultural labouring communities having an illegitimate child did not seem to prevent any future marriage of the unmarried mother. When pregnancy was discovered the girl would invariably have lost her job or been unable to continue working as time progressed. She would usually be forced to return to her home thus putting an added financial strain on her family. Should she or the child have died in childbirth or just after, then this would have placed an additional financial and emotional burden on the family.

In many cases the family faced the responsibility and took it upon themselves to bring up the child but if this resulted in hardship and it became necessary to seek parish relief, then the overseers were required by law to establish paternity.

A woman pregnant outside marriage, would invariably suffer the social stigma attached to her behaviour and could easily become chargeable to the parish if her own family disowned her. If the father failed to admit his responsibility then the authorities were required by the Bastardy Act of 1575 to establish the father and acted by immediately instigating an examination to establish his identity. This was normally carried out by the Overseer of the Poor or the Justices of the Peace in the Quarter Sessions. The father was normally known to the mother and named during her examination. Few bastardy bonds were issued without an examination being undertaken first.

Paternity records open up the direct line of the father as most documents relating to illegitimacy and bastardy determine by law the name of the child’s father. The situation generated a series of documents, which are normally deposited in the parish chest, including Bastardy Examinations, Warrants and Summons, Bastardy Orders, Maintenance Filiation Orders and Bastardy Bonds.

If a father was identified then this became part of a legal document and opens up a further ancestral line. The father named after the examination of the mother was then legally responsible for maintenance and delivery of child Filiation Orders and issue of a Bastardy Bond followed. Such orders were loose papers but were frequently grouped together per case.

Following the Examination, the father had to financially maintain the child and enter into a Bastardy Bond agreeing to pay the churchwarden and the overseers for the child’s maintenance. Maintenance had to be paid at least until the child was old enough to be apprenticed out or earn his/her own living. If the father did not sign a bastardy bond, the parish officials applied to the Justices for a filiation order forcing the father to pay for child’s upkeep. Records of payments from the father are normally recorded in the Overseer’s accounts.

The Bastardy Filiation Order was issued either at the Petty Sessions or Quarter Sessions following an examination. The Order obliged the father to pay for the child’s maintenance or face a prison sentence. After the new Poor Law of 1834, the parish role diminished leaving the mother with an option of applying for the bond from the Petty Sessions. Obviously, the cost varied depending both on status and circumstances. An agricultural labourer father would have been expected to pay about 2s.0d. per week for the child’s upkeep. Artisans and gentry paid more. In the event of default, the named father could be arrested and his possessions seized to the value of the debt.

There was always a good chance of an over-zealous incumbent naming the supposed father in a baptism register entry and this can be considered further proof of paternity. In some cases, the child would have been ‘adopted’ by its grandparents and brought up by them as an additional child. Because labourers had large families their own children may have been of a similar age to that of a child of a teenage daughter and illegitimate circumstances could be easily disguised.

In many cases the father married the mother soon after the birth of the child or made private arrangements for the child’s upkeep, in which case no record will be found of his name amongst the bastardy documents. The marriage usually by license and was sometimes paid for by the overseers. Marriage licence records provide a clue to the date and place of marriage. A bastard child claimed settlement in the parish where it was born, so an expectant mother moving away from her legal place of settlement could be forcibly removed to her home parish before the birth of the child.

Where disputes over payments occurred, the case papers may be found in the Petty Sessions records, although in reality very few records of such cases exist. Agreements and discussions for individual cases can usually be found in the records of the churchwarden, parish constable, overseers of the poor and amongst the vestry papers.

It could be that the wrong man was named as the father. An unmarried mother could also give the illegitimate child a surname as a middle name which could indicate the paternity of the child although difficult to prove. It is also worth looking for a will of the reputed father as illegitimate children were generally acknowledged as such in the will, often being described as ‘reputed’.


Poorhouses

Before 1834 each parish had its own poorhouse although from 1723 groups of parishes could establish a workhouse for their group or administer those already established. Typical poorhouses were often rented by the parish and normally only held about eight to ten inhabitants. Under the Poor Law Acts paupers were required to declare their wealth when entering a poorhouse so the overseers kept inventories of inmates’ possessions at least for the first time they entered. These provide a good insight into the wealth of a labourer’s family and should be searched where they exist. 
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15. Typical pauper inventory taken when entering the poorhouse.

There may also exist within the parish chest records, a ledger of work undertaken whilst in a parish poorhouse. These should as a minimum give the names of inmates and show day or date, and state the work undertaken. They would also have acted as a type of pre-1834 admission and discharge register.

In some cases the records of the poorhouse administration also form part of the overseers’ accounts. Where more than one parish shared or jointly administered a parish poorhouse then the records were usually kept separately from the parish chest. This can easily be determined by searching record office catalogues.


Militia relief order

There was a requirement for males to take militia service and many poor agricultural labourers would enrol in return for payment from those who wished to avoid service (see later). The militia was only called upon in certain eventualities but as far as the agricultural labourer was concerned, if he did get called to serve and was away on militia business the parish had the responsibility to maintain his wife and children as they became chargeable to the parish because there was no income. Such orders usually give details of the name of the serviceman, rank, the militia regiment and names and ages of his family for whom the relief was needed. They are useful for furthering research into militia service or possibly even later regular military service.
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16. Militia relief order.

Even if no records exist in the form of a relief order there may well be some notation in the overseers’ accounts as to why a payment of this nature was made. Relief certificates and militia orders may also exist with official militia documents.


Parish charities

The majority of parishes benefited from a rich benefactor who, through the terms of a will, left money to be invested by the parish authorities for the benefit of and distribution to the poor of the parish. Most agricultural labourers would have fallen into this category and would have received, from time to time, a handout from the charity, provided of course they met the criteria as detailed in the will or the administration rules.

Many such charities were administered by the overseers and churchwardens and a record may well have been recorded as part of their accounts. In some parishes however, there are completely separate sets of documents and ledger book relating to particular administrations as they were controlled by trustees.

Where the records exist, they will act as a type of census assuming that your agricultural labourer qualified for each pay out. These were sometimes annual or bi-annual and list the recipients. Where ledgers cover a number of years it is easy to work out how long someone was in a parish and received the charitable handout.
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17. Recipients of a parish charity showing number in family.

Some parish benefactors paid for alms houses to be constructed for the poor and needy of the parish. There is usually reference to such establishments within the papers detailing the parish charities. Although alms houses are mainly found in urban areas many rural alms houses of the 1600-1850s exist and by their very nature housed agricultural labourers or more frequently their widows.


Vaccination records

Widespread vaccination of children began in the 1830s with the passing of the first Vaccination Act funded through the Poor Rate and under the Poor Law Union administration. Vaccination under the first act was voluntary, the result being that take-up was poor so an act of 1853 made vaccination compulsory stating that parents must vaccinate their children within three months of birth.

The Boards of Guardians of each Poor Law Union had the responsibility between 1862 and 1948 to maintain records of vaccinations of children, initially against diseases like smallpox. It was not a Poor Law statutory duty but they were deemed to be the best authority to administer the system. It sometimes meant that only those born in the workhouses were recorded. Although not always that informative, they are a useful tool in the identification of labouring families as it was a requirement by law for all children to be vaccinated. Some children in the rural areas may never have been vaccinated or records may not have been made.

The information which the registers contain relates to the child’s name, age (or date of birth), sex, name of father, (or mother if illegitimate), father’s occupation, parish, date of vaccination and success of vaccination. There may also be information about what the child was vaccinated against and could be subject to the 75-year closure rules.

There is also the possibility of vaccination administration records surviving and it may be that some reports of prosecutions of fathers for non-vaccination of their children may appear in surviving Quarter Sessions records. Compulsory vaccination was not abolished until 1949.


Local records

Many organisations and institutions generated records on a local level in which our ancestors would appear either unintentionally, deliberately or by default. They too provide a wealth of information relating to backgrounds and communities or by specifically naming and reporting events relating directly to our ancestors.


4 - The agricultural phenomenon and advent of the trade unions

In the mid-1820s William Cobbett reported in ‘Rural Rides’ on the living standards of labourers in the countryside. His biggest claim was that urban style and ‘new money’ was causing instability in the rural economy.

In August 1826 after a visit to Wiltshire he made the following statement which effectively summed up the situation that applied to many areas of the country:

‘I have to express my deep shame, as an Englishman, at beholding the general and extreme poverty of those who cause this vale to produce such quantities of food and raiment. This is, I verily believe it, the worst used labouring people upon the face of the earth. Dogs, hogs and horses are treated with more civility; and as to food and lodging, how gladly would the labourers change with them. This state of things never can continue many years! By some means or other there must be an end to it; and my firm belief is, that this end will be dreadful’.

The outcome of this situation, particularly in the south east of England, was the Swing riots. They were an agricultural phenomenon which followed years of war, the enclosing of fields, high taxes and low wages and in 1830 these conditions led the farm labourers to revolt. Besides higher wages they demanded an end to the threshing machine introduced in the late 1700s, which reduced significantly their winter employment. Their demands were wrongly reinforced by violence which included rick-burning, destroying machinery and maiming of livestock. Some farmers who owned the machinery were also threatened.

The agricultural revolution, particularly field enclosure, meant there was a shift from the self-sufficient open field system to tenant farmers employing labourers. Hiring on a casual basis was introduced which meant that there was no pay if there was no work. Since enclosure, it was the norm for labourers to be paid by the day and to be employed for short periods doing specific jobs such as ditching, harvesting, threshing and so on. The inevitable result was a surplus of labour which effectively became permanent as a result of the further development of agricultural technologies. Job security was non-existent for the majority.


Tolpuddle Martyrs

Labourers in these areas particularly had to resort to drastic action as a method of protection. The Tolpuddle Martyrs, who were George and James Loveless, James Brine, James Hammett, John and Thomas Stanfield, resorted to protesting against the wage cuts and demanded higher wages, which in effect was self-defeating, because of the higher levels of unemployment. They were accused by a local landowner called James Frampton of having taken an unlawful and illegal oath but their real crime was to have formed a trade union to protest about their meagre pay of six shillings a week. After a trial at the Western Circuit Dorchester Assize were found guilty of the same on 19 March 1834 and sentenced to transportation to Australia which caused a huge public outcry.

The local newspaper provided the following information:

‘The misguided men who were convicted at our late Assizes of administering unlawful oaths in their secret meetings as trade unionists were removed on Thursday morning from the county gaol to be placed on board the York hulk in Gosport harbour preparatory to being banished from their native country in pursuance of the sentence passed upon them of seven Years Transportation beyond the seas.’

At least four, possibly five, were Methodists and three were preachers. The grave of James Hammett, the only Tolpuddle Martyr to re-settle in the village after being pardoned, is in St John’s churchyard. The scene of the Martyrs’ trial, The Old Crown Court in West High Street in Dorchester, and the cells where they were held are open to the public.

James Brine one of martyrs who suffered transportation gave the following account:

‘I was employed to dig post-holes ... having walked so far without shoes, my feet were so cut and sore I could not put them to the spade. I got a piece of an iron hoop and wrapped round my foot to tread upon, and for six months ... I went without shoes, clothes, or bedding, and lay on the bare ground at night. Shortly afterwards I was sent to the pool to wash sheep, and for seventeen days was working up to my breast in water. I thus caught a severe cold, and having told my master that I was very ill, asked him if he would be so good as to give me some-thing to cover me at night, if it were only a piece of horse-cloth. ‘No,’ said he, ‘I will give you nothing until you are due for it. What would your masters in England have had to cover them if you had not been sent here? I understand it was your intention to have murdered, burnt, and destroyed everything before you, and you are sent over here to be severely punished, and no mercy shall be shown you.’

Unknown to the six farm workers in Australia their case was being taken to Parliament and onto the streets of London. Subsequently the men were pardoned by the King and their sentences were remitted in 1836 less than two years later. The reason being pressure from public opinion and they were all repatriated ready to continue their campaign. The unrest continued and escalated which encouraged protests by other methods including claiming the right to poor relief, aggravation or even turning to petty crime such as poaching and burglary.

George Loveless was the first to arrive home, on 13 June 1837 and slipped back into obscurity in Tolpuddle. However, he wrote about his ordeal in ‘The Victims of Whiggery’. James Hammett was the only one of the martyrs with a criminal record before his arrest and the only one to fall foul of the law in New South Wales. On his return he stayed in Tolpuddle and became a builder’s labourer. Details of his life eventually emerged in 1875 when he was honoured as one of the earliest agricultural trade unionists by Joseph Arch, leader of the then Agricultural Labourers Union.

Funds raised with public support enabled leases to be secured on farms in Essex for the returning Martyrs. Five of them continued to campaign for working men’s rights, supporting the Chartist movement. However, continued pressure from landowners forced all except James Hammett to seek new lives in Ontario, Canada.
The old Poor Law system did not escape criticism and this is why the new Poor Law was introduced in 1834. During the 1820s high poor rates had led to increasing attempts to cut the amount of relief paid. In that decade, expenditure per head was cut by almost a quarter from 13s.0d. to about 9s.6d. At the same time crime increased by about 30%.


The Swing Riots

In the early years of the 1830s an economic depression caused further rural unemployment and huge pressure on the Poor Law system. Cuts to support given to the farm labourers were met with protests across much of East Anglia and the south of England often amounting to church boycotts and walk outs. In one Wiltshire village the protest amounted to ‘smoking pipes in the cemetery.’ Wage cuts and the arrival of new threshing machines further weakened the position of farm workers. In October 1830 rural workers sought to protect their jobs in what became known as the Captain Swing riots principally over the introduction of new threshing machines as well as the economic depression indicated above.

The first farm worker riots took place at Orpington and the Elham Valley in Kent in August 1830 and quickly spread first to Sussex and then throughout the whole of the south and East Anglia. The first threshing machine was destroyed on 28 August and by October over 100 threshing machines had been smashed. The Swing Riots of the early 1830s were well planned and in most areas were undertaken in phases:

1. Threatening letters and wages meetings supported by arson.
2. Attacks on Justices of the Peace and Overseers of the Poor supported by machine breaking and ‘radical agitation’.
3. Riotous assemblies and the continuation of machine breaking.
4. Robbery.

All of these actions were supported by publishing and distribution of handbills and posters. The Swingers had the objective of winning a better bargaining position with their bosses. Their principal aims were simply to attain a minimum living wage and to end unemployment. Early 19th century England had no rural dwellers owning small agricultural plots.

The main counties affected by the riots were Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire, Huntingdonshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Cambridgeshire, Buckinghamshire, Oxfordshire, Berkshire, Wiltshire, Dorset, Devon, Gloucestershire, Hampshire, Sussex and Kent, over spilling sometimes into adjoining counties. Most southern counties of England felt the effects of the riots even if not directly involved.
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18. Areas mainly affected by the actions of Swing Rioters.

After the Napoleonic wars in 1815 grain prices plummeted. Many farm workers found themselves unemployed and at home they faced poverty and the prospect of reliance on the Poor Law system which inevitably meant the workhouse. Farmers would pay their workers as little as possible, knowing that the parish relief would top up wages. Another burden was the tithe administered by the Church of England amounting to 10th of the harvest so the incumbent of the parish could receive a generous wage. The Swingers also demanded a reduction in the tithe amounts. Disastrous harvests 1828 and 1829 were part of the last straw.

The average wage in the Swing counties was about 8s.4d. but rents and tithes were also very high. The labourers’ demands were on the other hand quite simple: a minimum wage; the end of unemployment and reductions in property rent. Many farmers even supported the labourers in these demands.

The areas most affected by the riots were where the villages had recently been enclosed, the larger villages where a degree of anonymity was evident and villages with a high proportion of labourers. It was also evident that where a significant number of craftsmen existed those villages were also affected.

Most of those participating in the riots were of previous good character and an analysis of the cases bought against those involved showed that the craftsmen were often the leaders followed by the labour force. Young married men were the rioters, and the arsonists were those bearing a grudge against the victim or the system.
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19. Typical wanted notice for the apprehension of swing rioters.

In response to the riots some employers agreed to raise wages or at least not reduce them. Some farmers resorted to smashing their own machines to prevent further attacks but fear of attack quickly turned to a determination to stop the rebels which was achieved by farmers recruiting special constables and using the local militia to suppress the riots. Marauding farm labourers were no match for armed soldiers and many ring-leaders were soon arrested.

The main responsibility for dealing justly with the rioters rested with the magistrates who both enforced the law and issued penalties for those convicted. Special courts dealt with hundreds of labourers arrested during the disturbances.

Trials numbered in excess of 2,000 mainly at local Quarter Sessions and of those about 40% were either acquitted or bound over to keep the peace. At the other end of the scale just over 10% were sentenced to death, although there is known to be only 20 executions as a result, including a 12-year-old boy who just got caught up in the riots. Similarly, 25% were sentenced to transportation. Presumably some sentenced to death also received commutation to life transportation. The remaining 25% were either imprisoned for fairly short periods, fined or whipped.

To many of all social classes the sentence of death commuted to transportation for 7, 14 yrs. or life seemed harsh. Nevertheless over 500 men and two women found guilty of some actions during the riots were sent to the colonies.

The Eliza was the first ship to carrying the Swing Rioters sailing from Portsmouth on 6th February 1831 with 224 male Swing Rioters. It arrived at Tasmania (Van Diemen’s Land) on 29 May 1831. The Eleanor sailed from Portsmouth on 19 February 1831 and was the first ship carrying the Swing Rioters to New South Wales with 133 male convicts on board. This was the only voyage she made as a convict ship.

Those men who on the termination of their sentences received a Certificate of Freedom or a Free Pardon, could, if they so desired and could afford to, return to England. Some did and were reunited with their families. The majority remained in Australia making new lives for themselves as labourers or farmers.

Around 640 rioters were locally imprisoned, seven were just fined and at least one was whipped.

Even though such actions died out the protests and agitation continued in other ways and influenced the passing of the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act and the 1836 Tithe Commutation Act. However, little improvement in conditions occurred. The average weekly wage for a labourer in 1850 only reached 9s.6d., an increase of a little over 1s.0d. in 20 years.

The Swing Riots were predominantly in the south of the country; the northern counties were not involved or affected. Quite simply labourers in the north had better wages and continuity of employment and better diets principally because the cost of fuel (coal) was cheaper and so they could afford to eat cooked meals and keep warm. It seems that the productivity from one day’s work was greater in the north than the south, so they earned more. Because the northern farmers were competing with factory wages, they paid better wages to keep their labourers. It was also normal for farmers to hire whole families for an entire year, whereas in the parts of the south affected by the riots, many were employed on a weekly or even daily basis, so had little security.

Despite this, not many labourers moved north from the affected southern counties perhaps because they did not know about the wage differentials at the time or did not want the bother of upheaval. Later in the century however, there was some encouragement to move by the Poor Law authorities and of course many did, as we shall see later.

There are several records which can be found at The National Archives in relation to the Swing Riots. There are records in the various Home Office classes (HO) mainly relating to correspondence between local authorities, concerned individuals and to some extent military commanders. For the family historian there are records which relate to:

• Accounts of disturbances.
• Local reactions to the riots.
• Details of threats made to farmers and landowners.
• Names of persons suspected of being involved and the names of the landowners affected.

Don’t forget that trials took place, mostly in the Assize courts but there are some records which have recently been discovered in the Treasury Solicitors class of documents particularly TS11 covering the counties of Sussex, Oxfordshire, Kent, and Buckinghamshire. Family historians should undertake a search of these for more details and as an enhancement to the Assize records which may not have survived in their entirety.

The Family & Community Historical Research Society have undertaken a project which sets out to identify the extent of the Swing Riots and have identified about 3,000 reported instances of protests which is well in excess of those previously researched. The research is based upon correspondence and clemency petitions found at The National Archives in HO52 and HO10, Quarter Sessions depositions, bills and indictments and Petty Session minute books.

The project known as ‘Swing Unmasked’ is recorded and documented instances across England and Wales of persons involved in agricultural protests and crime principally between 1830 and 1832. Your ancestor may well be among them. ‘Swing Unmasked’ by Michael Holland is available in the Society of Genealogists Library and on Google Books.

There are also other records including Jill Chambers series of Machine Breakers and also the Criminal Registers Indexes produced by Stuart Tamblin ‘Executions, Rioters and Machine Breakers in England & Wales; both of which are in the Society library.

There is a vast amount of information on individuals tried at court for actions within the Swing Riot movement which can be found on www.black-sheep-search.co.uk. Currently information includes, name, age, offence and sentence for those appearing before the courts in the counties of Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Dorset, Essex, Gloucestershire, Kent, Hampshire and Oxfordshire. Those acquitted or found not guilty are also listed as are those who received a sentence but did not get transported.

One of my own ancestors George Showler, then aged 35 years, was tried before the Special Commission for Buckinghamshire which opened at Aylesbury in January 1831 for machine breaking at Stone. He was imprisoned for 18 months in the Buckinghamshire House of Correction with hard labour.

As a result of the riots the Poor Law Commission issued a report on the Agricultural Disturbances in 1833. This makes interesting reading for any researcher whose ancestors were directly involved with the riots.


Agricultural trade unions

The Friendly Society of Agricultural Labourers originally formed by the Tolpuddle Martyrs (1834) is widely recognised as the forerunner of the Agricultural Labourers Trade Union.

With the successful campaign to win free pardons and safe passage home for the Tolpuddle Martyrs that victory confirmed the right of working people to form themselves into trade unions as part of a free society. But much more was needed for workers to have a say over their lives. The Chartists did not win the democratic reforms it campaigned for and as such a considerable time passed before working men and women had the right to vote. The growth of trade unions was fraught with struggles and sacrifices. The Union that the Tolpuddle farm workers had joined collapsed and it took several attempts before a sustainable union for agricultural workers was established. In many cases farms workers who joined the unions were sacked and evicted from their homes.

The Agricultural Workers Union was founded by a Norfolk farm worker, George Edwards. Since the age of five years in 1855 he had worked the land. However, for the period of approximately 30 years after the Swing Riots, there were a few isolated strikes and sporadic attempts to form unions around the country which, apart from George Edwards’s union, had little success.

Joseph Arch also attempted to set up the National Agricultural Labourers Union in the 1870s. In March 1872 a meeting was held at Wellesbourne in Warwickshire and it was decided to amalgamate the other unions which existed at that time including the Agricultural Labourers Protection Association formed in Kent in 1866, with branches being quickly established in Buckinghamshire, Hertfordshire and Herefordshire.

The delegates at this meeting elected Joseph Arch, a farm labourer (hedge-cutter) and also a Methodist lay preacher as their leader. Within two years of its formation, the union had a membership of over 87,000 (about one tenth of the farming work force). George Edwards became a branch secretary of the union in Norfolk but lost his job and his home by participating in the strikes of 1873 and 1874. Despite this prolonged strike which drained union funds and saw a reduction in membership, the union prospered and by the end of the First World War membership was still in excess of 100,000.

By 1873 several branch offices of the National Agricultural Labourers Union were established including one in Luton, which meant the formation of a South Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire branch. Similar branches sprang up throughout the country. In some areas opposition to the establishment of the union by local labourers resulted in a setback. There were reports of meetings in newspapers which were disrupted by heckling. Nevertheless the union went from strength to strength and became very influential. Joseph Arch toured around and spoke at union meetings encouraging lobbying for better wages and conditions, the vote for the working man and suggesting changes to land laws to improve the labourer’s plight.

Many branches also set up an ‘incidental fund’ from which they made payments to those without an income due to unemployment. The union also had a social side, often organising local teas for labourers and their families. Despite this, recruitment was often a problem for the union, as was the view that they were a dictatorial influence amongst the farmers and landowners, who themselves sometimes struggled to make a living.


The Ascott-under-Wychwood Women Martyrs

Besides the Tolpuddle Martyrs there was another group, this time sixteen women known as the Ascott Martyrs from the Oxfordshire village of Ascott-under-Wychwood who, in 1873, were sent to prison for the part they played in the founding of the Agricultural Workers Union.

Mr. Hambridge the owner of Crown Farm, Ascott, sacked all his labourers who had joined the Agricultural Workers Union and then employed men from Ramsden, the neighbouring village to work on his farm mainly hoeing. Incensed by the way their menfolk had been treated the Ascott women stopped the Ramsden men from working and attempted to get them to also join the Union. The women were taken to Chipping Norton police station and charged with obstructing and coercing two of the men inciting them to leave their employment on 20 May 1873. Two magistrates conducted their trial, both of whom were clergymen. The farmer was asked by the magistrates not to proceed with the prosecution, but he refused.

Following the trial seven of the ringleaders were sentenced to imprisonment with hard labour for ten days and nine for seven days. This action led to further unrest during the evening of the day of the trial. A crowd of 1,000 people tried unsuccessfully to rescue the women and during the action damaged street lamps and broke windows around the police court.

When police reinforcements arrived from Oxford in the early hours of the following morning the women were taken to Oxford Prison. During the women’s period of imprisonment their children were cared for by neighbours and the branch officials of the Union. The next day a protest meeting was held at Chipping Norton when a crowd of 3,000 was addressed by Joseph Arch the then president of the union following which a personal appeal was sent to Queen Victoria. That appeal was successful; the women were pardoned and returned to their homes where the villagers and the union officials were considered to have been martyrs for the cause! Each of the women received a red-flannel petticoat and five shillings from the Queen and material for a dress and £5 from the Agricultural Workers Union.

The women involved were Mary Moss age 17, Mary Moss age 35. Charlotte Moss age 39, Ann Susan Moss age 25, Amelia Moss age 36, Ann Moss age 22, Amelia Moss age 36, Jane Moss age 31, Martha Moss age 33, Caroline Moss age 18, Elizabeth Pratley age 29, Mary Pratley age 33, Lavinia Dring age 44, Ellen Pratley age 25, Fanny Honeybone age 16, Martha Smith age 45, and Rebecca Smith age 25.

Following this action, the Chairman of the Oxford District of the Union carried out an investigation into the wages and conditions of Ascott farm workers. Before the Union wages were 9 shillings a week in winter and 10 shillings in summer but the Union negotiated a further two shillings a week for the labourers.

Surrounding a chestnut tree on Ascott village green was an octagonal seat with a wooden plaque erected in 1973 which stated ‘This seat was erected to celebrate the centenary of the Ascott Martyrs, the 16 women who were sent to prison in 1873 for the part they played in the founding of the Agricultural Workers Union when they were sent ‘over the hills to glory’.

In 1876 the union changed its name to the National Farm Labourers Union and this resulted in confusion amongst farm labourers about which union they actually belonged to, so much so that the ‘new’ union issued guidelines about how to join.

‘Agricultural labourers generally who wish to join the new union and to participate in the benefits of the land and allotment system may form a branch in any locality. They are invited to apply at once for terms and full particulars to the Honorary Secretary, 1 Priory Place, Leamington.’

The union published its own newspaper The National Agricultural Labourers Chronicle between 1875 and 1877 producing 235 issues on a weekly basis. Unfortunately, it did not survive.

Both George Edwards and Joseph Arch became Members of Parliament. George Edwards was the Labour MP for South Norfolk (elected, aged 70 years in a 1920 by-election) and Joseph Arch was the Liberal MP for North West Norfolk elected in the 1885 General Election. At this time Joseph was the only MP from the labouring classes. In 1893 Joseph Arch was appointed a member of the Royal Commission on the Aged Poor.

The beginning of the 20th century again saw several changes to the constitution of the union. The National Union of Agricultural and Allied Workers was established in 1920 from the amalgamation of the National Farm Labourers Union and the Eastern Counties Agricultural Labourers & Small Holders. The ECAL had been founded in 1906 and changed its name in 1910 to the National Agricultural Labourers and Rural Workers Union. Its first president was George Nicholls. In 1910 major strikes and disputes broke out in Norfolk where 105 union men went on strike from May 1910 until February 1911 for one shilling a week extra. 

The first three branches of the new union were in Norfolk at St Faith’s (former stronghold of Joseph Arch’s old National Agricultural Labourers Union), Kenninghall and Shipham. The union’s stronghold was in Norfolk, Lincolnshire and Dorset with over 90% of agricultural labourers being in membership.


Joseph Arch - the first union leader

Perhaps recognised as the prominent leader of the agricultural trade union movement, he was born at Barford, Warwickshire on 10 November 1826, and christened in the parish church on 17 December 1826, the son of John Arch a farm labourer and Hannah his wife.
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20. Joseph died in Barford on 26 March 1919.

He started work on a local farm at the age of nine years and was employed on bird scaring, subsequently developing his skills in hedging, ditching and mowing.

He married Mary Ann Mills on 3 February 1847 and a year later became a Primitive Methodist lay preacher. During the high point of union agitation Joseph Arch was identified with the cause and many agricultural labourers hung his portrait in their cottages.

In 1873 he went to Canada at the government’s invitation to examine its suitability as a country for British emigration. Being impressed with what he saw he was, over the next few years, instrumental in helping over 40,000 agricultural labourers and their families emigrate, not just to Canada but also to Australia.

In the 1885 General Election, Joseph became the Liberal MP for North West Norfolk and was the first agricultural labourer to enter parliament. He lost his seat in 1886, but was re-elected to the same constituency in 1892.

He died on 12 February 1919 at the age of 92 years old.

The Museum of English Rural Life at Reading has holdings relating to Joseph Arch which include personal diaries, ledgers and Union ephemera including collecting boxes. They also have plaster casts of his hands and wrists


The success of the Union of the 20th century

The success of the Union was undermined to some extent by the depression which ensued and the genuine inability of the farmer to pay wages but in the 1870s it did have the effect of improving wages for a short time. However, faced with the uncertainties of the economy, the farmers too organised themselves into alliances. One significant effect of the Farmers Alliance was the passing of the Agricultural Holdings Act in 1883 which provided some security for tenants, although those farmers with clever legal representation made sure that exclusion clauses were incorporated into the leases and tenancy agreements. Overall however, the Act was the start of improved housing conditions for the labourer, perhaps too little too late but nevertheless a start.

After the virtual collapse of the union as a result of the agricultural depression and after some attempts to reform, there was little by way of representation for the agricultural labourer until after 1906 when the Liberals were returned to government in a general election.

On 6 July that year at North Walsham in Norfolk, George Edwards reformed the union and began the Eastern Counties Agricultural Labourers and Smallholders Union, a forerunner of the National Union of Agricultural and Allied Workers Union. By the end of 1906 it had just 1,600 members but at the end of the First World War this had risen to 170,000. Following in the footsteps of Joseph Arch, George Edwards was born in 1850 at Marsham and from the age of six was scaring birds on a local farm but in 1869 migrated to Bressingham to work in the brickyards. He converted to Methodism and later married. He was from a very poor family but his wife taught him to become literate and this shaped his future career. He actually joined the union in 1872 and became the branch representative and subsequently pioneered the new union.

During the First World War almost 400,000 farm workers joined up which left a significant labour shortage. As the men returned the union once again grew and became the National Union of Agricultural Workers. In 1923 the union organised a series of strikes against falling wages and raised working hours using flying pickets who cycled round the country enlisting support from the trade union movement generally.

If you are interested specifically in the history of the Farm Workers Union then I suggest you read Sharpen the Sickle published in 2011, authored by Reg Groves.


Agricultural Trade Union records

Although the agricultural trade unions have existed in reality since the time of the Tolpuddle Martyrs, there are relatively few early records covering their activities. Minute books of various branches exist along with some membership lists but they are by no means comprehensive.

These minutes will provide information about the proceedings of each branch, who attended, who the officers were and in some cases transfers of members. There are also some subscription records with the minutes. It will necessitate the researcher seeking out the records for the particular branch, which very often are deposited with the county record office. Oxfordshire, for example is well covered generally. Records can contain a wealth of information but often this is of a wider nature than just dealing with individual labourers.

The best way to locate the activities of the branch in which your ancestor held membership is to refer to the reports of branch meetings given in the local
or provincial newspapers or in the specialist newspapers referred to above. Be aware that these branches were often village or community based and may have been quite small and, in such cases, there is a strong likelihood that your ancestor may have been mentioned. Irrespective of this, reports will provide a good background to what was happening in the local community at the time.
[image: ]
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Although some records of branches will be available in county record offices there are two main repositories which hold important collections: The Museum of English Rural Life at Reading has a collection of union records (mainly early 20th century) and the London Metropolitan University holds union records back to the Tolpuddle Martyrs in its TUC collection.

Those held by the Museum of English Rural Life at Reading include The National Union of Agricultural and Allied Workers, founded in 1906 as the Eastern Counties Agricultural Labourers and Smallholders Union. It changed its name first to the National Agricultural Labourers’ and Rural Workers’ Union, then to the National Union of Agricultural Workers and then the National Union of Agricultural and Allied Workers. In 1981 it amalgamated with the Transport and General Workers’ Union.

Some examples of records among the union records of interest to the family historian are: minutes of the St Faith’s branch, Norfolk 1906-1911; minutes of Collingham branch, Nottinghamshire 1916-1920; minutes of Tuttingham Branch, Norfolk 1922-1949, lists of officers and members 1906-1920; files relating to the journal The Labourer 1915-1918; files of notes and correspondence relating to the history of agriculture in the twentieth century; files of press cuttings and pamphlets 1919-1943; files of social and personal ephemera 1880-1972; records of associated organisations including National Agricultural Labourers Union; minutes of Yetminster branch 1873-1877; diary of Joseph Arch 1876-1892; membership certificate of John Hems 1876.

Manuscript and printed material relating to the Eastern Counties Agricultural Labourers and Smallholders Union, the National Agricultural Labourers’ and Rural Workers’ Union, the National Union of Agricultural Workers and the National Union of Agricultural and Allied Workers 1906-1972. The collection also includes miscellaneous material relating to the National Agricultural Labourers Union, 1873-1892, the Agricultural Wages Board [England and Wales] 1917-1922, and copies of Parliamentary Papers.

Into the 20th century the Transport and General Workers’ Union also had an interest in farm workers mainly post First World War. The TGWU began to recruit agricultural workers from 1929, when the Agricultural Workers’ Union, which had a large membership among agricultural workers at the time, merged. They were then part of a separate Workers’ Union Group, comprising the former membership of the original union, until it merged into the General Workers Group in 1931. There was a semi-autonomous Agricultural Workers’ Section until 1946, when it became a separate Agricultural Workers’ Group.

The records of this union are held by the Modern Records Centre at Warwick but contain little information about individuals. However, they are a great resource for information about the state of agriculture between both world wars and will enable you to flesh out the bones of the life for your near ancestors.

5 - Changes in agricultural practice

The closing years of the 19th century saw a great depression in agriculture throughout the British Isles which had a significant affect on the average labouring family.

The capitulation by Joseph Arch’s union was perhaps a contributory cause of the great agricultural depression of the twenty or so years from the mid-1870s. Not all farmers were affected and indeed those involved in pastoral farming frequently prospered. However, around that time there were a number of years with higher than average rainfall which affected the harvest. Many arable farms collapsed and went bankrupt. The import of cheap wheat from the USA also had a disastrous impact on many agricultural communities. Besides farms going out of business, the number of agricultural labourers needed was substantially reduced.

For a prolonged period, economic forces had influenced life in the Victorian countryside. The poor harvests and depressions of the 1820s and 1830s were followed by a ‘Golden Age’ for around thirty years up to the early 1870s. Grain prices were seriously affected by the cheap wheat imports and the British farmers just could not compete. The second wave of agricultural depressions of the late 1880s and 1890s was also widespread and crippling.

In many cases when arable farming suffered a downturn, the farmers would turn to pastoral farming by rearing beef and lamb in some areas of the country but again, with advances in production in other countries, Britain began to import meat cheaper than it could be produced in this country.

Even the cottage industries, which were essential to labouring families in hard times, suffered. For example, in Bedfordshire and the surrounding counties, where straw plaiting was common, this was undermined by cheaper imports of plait from the Far East. Other rural crafts and cottage industries were affected by mechanisation.

Because of shifts in the economy and the development of urban communities, the landowners and estate owners, who were once dependent upon incomes from their estate farms were no longer so dependant and turned to investing in urban and industrial property. Thus, the people that suffered most, and in some cases were dispossessed, were the labourer and his family. Those landowners who did still run their estates were tending towards sporting rather than agricultural income and the ownership of a landed estate became one of prestige rather than one of business.

There were of course the political stances taken by changing governments, the most significant being that of free trade.

When Queen Victoria came to the throne in 1837, more than half of the population were reliant upon agriculture for their livelihood despite England having undergone a transition to be one of the world’s prominent industrial societies. Typically, the majority of any village’s population were involved with agriculture in one capacity or another. If they were not directly employed on the farms then their skills supported the farming system, i.e. the blacksmith, the carpenter, the wheelwright, the miller, the saddler and cordwainer; all of these were reliant upon the prosperity of the community for their own well-being and were inseparably linked to the trade.

Commercially, farms were linked to one another and their clientele by a network of markets ranging from the weekly cattle markets and ancient fairs to the annual hiring fairs and later the corn exchanges. These market towns became social gathering places as well as the main centre for conducting all types of agricultural business. They were frequented by the farm workers and their families as well as the farmers and land owners themselves.

Despite industrialisation and particularly the coming of the railways, mills and mines, essentially operating in the Midlands and North, the Victorian countryside remained largely unaffected by events of the outside world. Newspapers were generally too expensive for labourers to buy and in any case a high proportion could not read so most were unaware of what was happening nationally and internationally. Details of major events were relayed verbally often by visiting pedlars, penny readers and other itinerant travellers.

It was not until the latter part of the 1860s that the true impact of machinery was felt, resulting in the strike previously referred to. The down turning of the economy in rural areas meant that it was no longer able to compete for goods and labour. The number of labourers and servants fell by about 20% in the 1860s and continued until the end of the century. This drop was even more noticeable amongst the female workforce. Again, in the 1860s this accounted for around a 40% decline in the number of women employed on the land many changing to domestic service.

According to census statistics in 1861 there were 1,075,260 males as either labourers or farm servants, whereas in 1911 there were only 643,117. The decline amongst female farm workers was proportionately more: in 1861 there were 90,525 whereas by 1911 this number had dropped to 13,214.

There had been many achievements in the British farming industry in the golden age. Improvements and new techniques were developed for dealing with difficult and poor soil and the many areas of unused marshlands. Some of these new innovations gave rise to more intensive farming methods using both the new chemical as well as natural fertilisers which produced much higher crop yields. By the 1870s, many agricultural labourers had left the countryside because of low wages and the attractive job opportunities combined with a livelier life style in the industrial towns and cities.

Up until the 1870s there were three major land use and farming systems. In upland areas farmers practiced pastoral farming raising cattle and sheep. This is where the dairy herds predominated. In the lowland areas of eastern England arable farming was the main activity. In the lowlands where the soil was heavy, farming focused on grassland for fattening and dairying because the grain prices plummeted. After 1870, a new system of intensive arable farming began to provide high-quality and high-yield crops in areas like the Fens and parts of Lancashire.

The recovery from the agricultural depression, urban growth towards the end of the industrial revolution and the development of the railways, together with the increased innovations from the 1840s all affected farming and indeed the plight of the agricultural labourer.

Farmers sometimes found it difficult to adapt to the market because they could not afford the investment to improve techniques and equipment. However, the reform of the ‘old’ Poor Law in 1834, significantly reduced the costs to farmers of maintaining the rural poor, helped by the Commutation of Tithes Act 1836 and the recovery of prices within the economy. The Corn Laws had also provided protection for farmers since their introduction in 1815 and their subsequent repeal in 1846. It was not until the 1870s that the demise of the grain farmer happened due to foreign competition.

The Great Exhibition of 1851 was a splendid showcase for agricultural machinery and attracted attention from both the farmer and the farm labourer. The major effect of the exhibition was to enable farmers to mechanize harvesting with the large-scale production of the McCormick reaper but steam did not achieve general success in harvesting or ploughing. Many farmers, especially on small farms, could still not afford mechanisation and it took a fair while for harvesting to be mechanised until migration from the land, the restriction on child labour and rising wages made hand methods costly. Although the 1880s depression saw fewer innovations, there was more widespread use of machinery. In 1871, only a quarter of grain was harvested by machine; by 1900 this had risen to four-fifths.

There seemed to be large-scale investment in farm buildings, particularly on large landed estates. By 1850 many of the larger farms had an engine to drive equipment. While most farms were still built using local materials, rail transport enabled bricks and slates to be acquired fairly cheaply. Even so the decline of farming from the 1870s resulted in the neglect of labourers’ cottages as well as farm buildings in many areas.

The many eighteenth century enclosures had increased the number of smallholders but also the number of landless labourers. Although at this time some became tenant farmers under the control of the large landowners. Large estates at this time were normal in England and Scotland. Family farms still existed in Wales. In most cases the depression for arable farmers was over by the mid-1890s as grain prices had fallen by about 50%. Their position remained at status quo until the commencement of World War One but the landscape and economy of rural Britain were substantially reshaped after 1830.

The problems encountered in the late nineteenth century resulted in political intervention. The agricultural lobby still had influence and many participated in or were witnesses to the Royal Commissions. Parliament could not however ignore the plight of agriculture and as such Royal Commissions were established to look at the consequences of the agricultural depression. The first which operated from 1879 to 1882 looked essentially at the conditions relating to the south of England and concentrated on the arable farming economy. In 1893 a second commission was established to look at labour and this is where the labourer was involved. It looked at the conditions of the Poor Law in areas around the country and the effect the depression had on their administration. Finally, a commission operating from 1894 to 1898 looked at the industrial aspects of the economy. Most of the ensuing legislation favoured tenants but also enabled allotments or smallholdings to be offered to the many landless agricultural labourers.

One of the ongoing effects of the move from rural to urban areas as a result of the various depressions was the creation of the garden cities. There were few rural areas which were remote from urban influences and many were affected by suburbanisation. Within the town planning authorities, it was considered necessary to try and recreate ‘rural living’ within urban areas and these gave rise to the garden city movement.

The importance of the agricultural industry as an employer was subject to decline throughout the second half of the nineteenth century. One of the other major effects of the depression was that a large amount of land stood idle throughout the country for which there was no real solution but to wait until things improved again. On a positive note the depression gave rise to the growth of dairy farming and market gardening particularly in the areas around London. In the case of the latter, competition from imports of cheaper fruit and vegetables from the continent also had an effect.

What then was the plight of the humble labourer and his family? Circumstances generally looked poor because the commission on labour suggested that the countryside had ‘sunk into economic stagnation’. However, it did have a positive side and generally conditions began to improve with the prospect of being able to work on a productive farm again. Families 20 years earlier had been poverty stricken, even when they had work and wages. Now their circumstances were better in comparison and they began to feel of worth again.

The advent of the Co-operative movement also meant that labourers who became members saw a positive benefit in the fact that their standard of living began to improve and that they could begin to afford new boots and a Sunday suit and through the dividend system saw an increase in their savings which up to then had been almost non-existent.

Notwithstanding this however, the labouring community throughout the country still suffered from hard times aggravated to some extent by the changing politics and economy of the country. By the end of the 19th century however, circumstances changed for the better and the mass migration from agriculture to industry of the work-force was gathering apace. This resulted in greater urbanisation of the land and farmers were selling up to make way for housing, industry and in the early part of the 20th century, the new towns, which led to the end of a labour-intensive agricultural industry.

Besides the periods of depression, the First World War particularly affected farming. It came at a time when the landed estates were being broken up and many farms were falling derelict because of a decline in the number of workers and for that matter, farmers. One of the other challenges facing farming at that time was that not only were the workforce joining our armed forces but so too were the horses, commandeered for war service. There was also a big effort by the government to have all available land dedicated to food production. Clearly war took men out of rural communities depleting the pool of men available for agricultural labour. Even though farming was a protected occupation and many of the workforce were persuaded to remain on the farms this did not occur because of the number that went into military service. The shortfall was made up of women and girls. Although perhaps not strictly agricultural labourers these women and girls played a very important role during times of shortage of male labour.


The national scene

The farm worker, be it servant or labourer, and to some extent the tenant farmer, was greatly affected by the attitudes of his employer. Some of the larger landowners, who had tenant farms administered by bailiffs or farm stewards, were often charitable towards their workers while at the other end of the scale, many of the small independent farmers were equally as hard up as their labourers.

In the south of the country, the average sized farm was about 100 acres, employing normally five or six labourers, whereas in the north the farms were slightly smaller often between 60 to 70 acres and employing two or three labourers or servants. Despite the regional differences detailed below, the farm labourer always led an exhausting and somewhat frugal existence, which did not change until well into the 20th century in many cases.

In the latter part of the 19th century fewer women and children worked on the land, as there was a decreasing demand for farm labour generally. This was reinforced by the introduction in 1867 of a law prohibiting children under the age of eight from working in agricultural gangs and this was subsequently extended to cover all farms.

From the 1870s onwards, labourers had to re-train and learn new skills about how to use machinery, particularly threshing machines although in some areas of the country hand threshing continued well into the 1930s. After the First World War tractors became common but it was not until the early 1950s that combine harvesters were a common sight on farms resulting in fewer men being required.

Throughout England and Wales there were many differences in the structure of the agricultural labourers’ communities, work patterns and conditions of employment. In order to trace your ancestry effectively and to understand what they actually did it is important to have an understanding of those regional practices.

The regional information in this section is based in part upon analysis in Hasbach’s History of the English Agricultural Labourer published in 1908.


The northern counties

Northumberland was perhaps a ‘bright spot’ as the old organisation of labour, based to some degree on the manorial systems of the middle-ages, was still maintained.

Agricultural labourers were still hired on a yearly basis, paid by the year with no necessity for overtime or piece working. Generally speaking there were few slumps and periods of unemployment. Food was usually in plentiful supply and fuel was much cheaper than in other areas.

Women and children were important to the family income; they did not just help at the harvest but they were also in regular employment doing such work as driving the horses and working in the farmyard environment. Children were normally only employed in the summer months and even so most were above 12 years of age. This meant that they could attend school in their younger years. Regular work did not begin for children until they were about 14 years of age. Families considered that their children needed an education.

In the mid-1800s money wages were not as high in this part of the country as they were in certain parts of the south and this went against the general trend. Payment in kind was quite a common occurrence.

In some locations, particularly Durham and North Yorkshire, the children were put to work slightly earlier but otherwise conditions and situations were much the same as those in Northumberland. Yorkshire, being a predominantly industrial county paid higher wages, on average 14s.0d. per week. This is the county of the farm servant; an old custom, where boarding on an annual basis in the farm house was a common practice. Most children were kept at school unless it was necessary for them to work at harvest time. Very few ‘agricultural gangs’ existed, as most work was undertaken by the regular labour force.

The farm servant system also existed in the other northern counties particularly Cumberland and Westmorland which were mainly pastoral as opposed to arable. Small tenanted farms and several freehold farms predominated with most labourers, both male and female ‘living in’. Poultry breeding was also beginning to play an important role in the more rural areas by the mid-1860s which had the effect of increasing the number of women in the industry.

The farm servants were hired at half yearly fairs on a contract for six months, were single and usually had a very comfortable life in the farmhouse. Many of the younger male servants saved during their single life so that when they were married, they could acquire a farm of their own. However, this remained a pipe dream for many as the local economy often meant that such a proposition could never be realised. Land prices were usually high. Those who were lucky prospered.

The northern counties, despite this air of stability, produced a large percentage of illegitimate births amongst the labouring community. Despite this the strong religious connections of most families meant that moral standards were generally high.

Crime however did not show any regional difference than elsewhere. Serious offences such as murders, burglaries and robbery were almost unheard of except in the larger conurbations. Most crime was of a petty nature.

In summary, this area was governed by three conditions: firstly, the prevalent pasture farming meaning different practices to arable areas, not so influenced by bad weather and poor harvests; secondly, the criss-crossing of the area by major manufacturing and mining towns keeping wages high; thirdly, by the custom of employing farm servants, as opposed to agricultural labourers - most of whom were able to save and not be subject to seasonal fluctuations in the farming year.


Wales

This area was a little unique as much was moorland and mountain and only a relatively small area was under cultivation. In this area the demand for labour was reasonably small as the system relied very much on small farmers and freeholders which did not require much hired labour. Families usually helped to run the farms.

The majority of farmers favoured the farm servant system when it was necessary to employ additional hands. Similar influences to the northern counties existed in Wales because of the wealth of the coal mining industry and the extent of goods transferred via a huge railway network. This effectively kept the wages of the agricultural worker high as the demand for labour was ever competing with the industrial areas of south Wales.

Conditions were not as favourable in the inland counties of Wales as here large numbers of children were employed at an early age, most of whom were the sons and daughters of the small farmers. It was not unusual for 8 to 10-year old children to work for a good eight or nine months of the year as servants on the farm. Their parents provided their board and a small amount of pocket money. In this area there was an indifference to schooling with very few children receiving any education at all. One area which was unique to this region was the sheep-walks, areas of permanent pasture which were occupied by wage earning shepherds rather than the farmers and employers. Incidentally, many of the cattle drover ways originated in Wales, firstly for the transporting of sheep rather than cows.

Despite this, over a ten-year period from 1851 to 1861, there was a significant decrease in the number employed as servants and a substantial increase in day labourers, something which cannot be fully explained and perhaps a unique trend to this area.


Central England

Virtually every county in central England had its own characteristics. Many different disciplines were practised from apple and pear growing to hops to market gardening to pastoral and arable farming. In fact, ordinary agriculture was not that common apart from in small enclaves. To some extent there was a reversal of labour in this locality where many traditional industries were dying out and as such there was a large influx into the agricultural labour market, particularly in places like Wiltshire and Warwickshire, going against the national trend.

Women were heavily employed in the labouring system mainly in connection with fruit growing. Most of the womenfolk were married and boys were also employed at the expense of their schooling. The men were usually employed as labourers rather than servants and the wages were around 8s.0d. to 10s.0d. per week often with an allowance for drink. The work of the harvest was nearly always on a piece-work basis.

Shepherds and carters earned more than elsewhere, perhaps an additional 2s.0d. per week. In areas where land was under permanent pasture such as south Cheshire and Shropshire there were few day labourers and few cottages. Small dairy farmers were numerous and their regular labourers were boarded within the farmhouse although not employed as servants. During harvest, most of the area needed the help of the Irish labour gangs. Migration into the manufacturing and mining districts and towards the railway towns gathered apace as the nineteenth century progressed thus having a significant effect on agriculture despite advances in mechanisation. It took some time for this area to catch up with the rest of the country and become less labour intensive.

In Shropshire, conditions were what could only be described as deplorable in areas near to the Welsh border. The system of allowances flourished; hours of work were limited; and no overtime was ever paid, although additional food may have been made available ‘as a matter of charity’. There was no right to receive anything for working extra hours. The payment of wages or allowances did not form part of a contract - somewhat unique to the area. Married labourers generally boarded in the farmhouse, advantageous for the employer but not particularly comfortable for the labourer’s wife and family. Similar situations were also found in localities of Wales and even the prosperous areas of Yorkshire.


The West Country

Dorset, the home of the Tolpuddle Martyrs, requires mention because the plight of the agricultural labourer was particularly hard in this area. The labourer was usually hired for a year and received part of his income in kind, very similar to those of Northumberland. Depending upon whether a cottage went with the job or not determined the wage paid. However, the differential was only about one shilling in favour of those without a cottage. The ‘in kind’ privileges related to a beer allowance, a potato patch (allotment) and perhaps occasional fuel for the cottage range. In some of the more rural areas of the county, farmers made other payments in kind so many labourers did not see an actual monetary wage. The wages were not paid by the year but (as everywhere else in the southern counties) normally by the week and in reality, by the day.

A somewhat unique ‘family’ system also existed whereby father and sons would be employed. If a son decided he was too old to be paid boy’s wages he would leave. Then the farmer would lay off or provide less allowances saying that the family was no longer large enough to do the work. Nothing would be paid for days not worked or for illness, despite the existence of a yearly or fixed term contract. Wages were frequently inadequate to support the whole family. Most women and girls in this area were not employed on the farms but in the glove-making cottage industry. When they were working on the farm, they were doing mundane jobs such as weeding, stone picking, and spreading manure or, in the winter months, casually employed in the barns.

The consequence of the local economy was hard upon children because they often had to work from the age of six to seven years helping out on the farm, for which they too were paid a pittance at the expense of their education.

Other counties like Devon and Hampshire were similar in as much as wages were very low. So much so that a local clergyman in Devon encouraged active migration to the north of England. Those who migrated from this area ended up getting jobs in both agriculture and industry. Many knew absolutely nothing about pastoral farming though!

Special mention needs to be made of the stablemen and shepherds who were better paid and always had a house and attached garden. However, they were expected to work much longer hours and did not have Sundays free as all other labourers did by entitlement. Where allotments or potato patches were given, higher rents were demanded, which sometimes meant it was not viable for a family to benefit from them. On many farms, men were only employed on condition that their wife worked too. If she fell pregnant and couldn’t undertake the physical work expected of her, then some farmers dispensed of the family’s service. There were however, enclaves where hardly any women worked on the farms such as Honiton and its environs, where many were employed in the lace making industry, albeit in the cottage.

This same labour system extended over the border into Cornwall but this was slightly more competitive with industry. Wages in the tin mines, slate quarries, china-clay pits and to some extent the off-shore fishing industry, were much higher. Many labourers, however, favoured farm work as they generally had continuity of employment because of the Duchy and large estate owners, who looked after their tenants - both the farmers and the labourers.

In both Devon and Cornwall, the children were encouraged to receive an education. Few children under the age of ten were working on the farms and all sectors of the community actively encouraged child education.

In Somerset, there were only really two main agricultural areas, one on the north-west borders with Devon and the other around Somerton in the south. The county was again predominantly pastoral especially the breeding of cattle and women and children appeared to be heavily employed on the farms. Elsewhere in the county little evidence exists of women and children being employed on the farms. Men were employed very much on the servant system though their contracts were not always for fixed periods. Married servants usually had their own cottage within the bounds of the farm on which they worked and single servants generally lived in as elsewhere.


East Anglia and south eastern counties

East Anglia was mainly a corn producing area although Essex was noted for its hops and market gardens. In these counties, wages varied between 8s.0d. and 10s.0d. per week for the average labourer. Where poverty was greatest, children as young as seven were working virtually full time on the land, sometimes in agricultural gangs. Women were not very often employed on anything more than a casual basis.

In hop producing areas including Kent it was unlikely that women were employed at all other than at hop picking when whole families were involved. Hop production was done on a piecework basis. At harvest everyone over 12 years of age earned between 1s.6d. and 2s.6d. per day. The hop harvest lasted only about three weeks. In the early years the Irish were regular visitors in their thousands to hop picking but this declined from about 1860 onward, when mechanisation shortened the period of the harvest. However, they were replaced by the small London trades people who made the short journey into the country. The area suffered from unemployment levels during the winter months and children received irregular education. Throughout the rest of the year the labourer worked on normal agricultural duties mainly in the arable lands for which there was stiff competition, many suffering prolonged periods of unemployment.

In the areas of Cambridgeshire which were not Fenland, the average wages of a labouring man were around 10s.0d. to 11s.0d. Cambridgeshire benefited, from both private and public labouring gangs. Some of these gangs exploited the farming communities by employing children, often as young as six years old, and taking them out of their home environment - families effectively selling their children to the gang masters. In the Fenland areas many small farmers working a maximum of ten acres were found but they were no better off than their labouring counterparts. They too employed their own young children at the expense of their education. They were too poor to hire labour and usually lived hand to mouth.

In Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire and Buckinghamshire there was a definite swing towards agricultural labourers rather than servants. Labourers’ wages were not high and, in many counties, income was supplemented throughout the year by women and children being involved heavily in the straw plait industry. Women worked at home and children very often in plait schools. Income also needed to be supplemented from the allotment if the labourer was lucky enough to have one. Even with this supplemented income, wages were about two-thirds of those demanded by labourers in the north and south west.

In this area and in many surrounding counties, it was essential to join a benefit society so that a labourer could feel a degree of security in times of illness or death. In this locality, contracts were usually by the week but there was still a strong possibility of days without work and as such without pay. Sickness and bad weather also caused the yearly income to fall. Inevitably the labourer spent some weeks of the year on parish relief or in the workhouse.

Many labourers were only casually employed and had to be supported by their children in domestic industries. Even so, children under ten years of age were rarely employed, women were not often employed on the land and gangs were virtually unheard of.

In Northamptonshire and Rutland many boys were employed as early as eight years of age but few women worked the land. This county was well known for its allotments and most labourers enjoyed good sized gardens attached to their cottages as well.

In the Wolds of Lincolnshire, Leicestershire and Nottingham, the old conditions applied similar to those experienced by servants in Northumberland i.e. a yearly contract and good wages paid partly in kind. However, there was also a class of labourer who was casually employed and living very much hand to mouth. Children were often employed on the gang system.

The areas of these counties occupied by small farmers like the Fens and Isle of Axeholm, benefited from a reasonable economy helped by the man-made drainage systems. In the potato producing areas women and young children were employed fully from June to the end of November.

In Oxfordshire and Berkshire, there was supposedly a better class of labourer earning between 13s.6d. and 14s.6d. per week whilst the lower class of labourer earned 2s.0d. to 3s.0d. per week less. However, conditions and contracts showed little difference between the classes and most conditions were as found in the adjoining counties already mentioned.


Scotland

The situation in Scotland was generally different. In the early 1830s virtually half of Scotland’s work force was employed on the land but by the end of the century that figure was less than one quarter. Farm workers were a mix of ‘hinds’ hired at the hiring fairs and skilled workers who concentrated on ditching and hedging.

What sometimes appeared to be a chaotic smallholding was a working croft. Crofting was a method of managing and using the land and had been a way of life in Scotland for more than 200 years. Despite the decline in the population of the Highlands and Islands it has survived as a way of life for many people.

Today there are just under 18,000 crofts in Scotland, many located in remote Highland glens. Earning a living in such a way has always required the ability to be innovative and the need has always been to hold down a number of jobs in addition to tending to crops and livestock.

Historically the clan system with a central feudal overlord and various tiers of social hierarchy administered all Scottish lands. The decline of such ownership was akin to the demise of the clan system after the Jacobite rising.

In the 18th century Highland clearances began as landowners discovered that sheep were more profitable than tenants, and so began to clear people off their land. This gave rise to mass emigration or the formation of small crofts. Thus, those with crofts took on life as part farmer, part labourer and perhaps part fisherman.

The creation of sheep farming or sporting estates led to a number of confrontations between crofters and landlords in the 1870s and early 1880s, which necessitated the involvement of ‘Jackal’ a Royal Navy Gunboat. In 1882, John MacPherson of Milovaig led an uprising against the landlord of the Glendale Estate. Jackal landed a troop of marines at Meanish Pier in early 1883 to effect MacPherson’s arrest. MacPherson was taken to Edinburgh and imprisoned for two months. His stance encouraged others into defiance and the actions of these ‘Glendale Martyrs’ led to the formation of the Napier Commission.

The Napier Commission looked into the issues surrounding crofting. The Commission was instrumental in legislation to give crofters security of tenure. The first true crofts were created and there was pressure for more crofts until after the Second World War.

Crofting appeared to be widespread in the Hebrides where crofts with small fields for crops, normally barley and potatoes, dot what was a boggy landscape. The small-scale production of crops and livestock has always remained the backbone of a crofter’s life.

The number of animals that were permitted on a croft was directly related to the amount of rent that they paid. For every pound paid in rent, the crofter was allowed to keep a cow and between five and seven sheep. The cattle were sold each year in order to pay the rent.

Nineteenth century crofters had to complete most farming tasks manually. Harvests were cut by hand with heavy scythes and stacked into stooks in the fields to dry. Later they would be moved into the storage sections of the croft house. Afterwards the harvest grain was winnowed and threshed by hand with flails. Working the farm by hand was hard work, due to the harshness of the landscape. Crofters have always had to be prepared to work with the landscape. Crofters cut peat from the surrounding boggy moorland to use as fuel. The peat was cut into blocks about the size of a house brick and then stacked up to dry before it would burn.

Island crofters supplemented their income by fishing and today the Oxford English Dictionary still defines a crofter as someone who combines farming with fishing and another vocation.

19th century crofters lived in a blackhouse which was a long and narrow, single storey building with walls built of rough boulders infilled in with peat and earth for insulation. The roof was formed by a large wooden frame of triangular trusses covered with a combination of turf and heather thatch which was often replaced annually. The thatch was secured by a fishing net weighed down at the edges with large rocks. The blackhouse had a central hearth and no chimney, blackhouses provided all round shelter for the crofter’s family, crops and livestock. The animals were housed in a byre at one end with drainage at the centre, whilst a flagged area at the other end of the house provided the family living accommodation. A part of the house was also used for the storage of grain and other food.

Blackhouses were replaced in the late 19th century by white houses (because of their white external rendering) as crofters came under pressure to alleviate unsanitary conditions by separating the accommodation for humans and animals.

The life of the crofter had always been a struggle. Apart from the introduction of some farm machinery, life changed very little through the last 200 years.


Ireland

In Ireland until the turn of the 20th century the majority of land was held by landlords and rented out to tenant farmers who had to pay rent to landlords and taxes to the Church and State. The majority of the people had no access to land. Tenants often sub-let smaller plots on a yearly basis from local farmers paying for them by conacre which was labour service most of which was without any lease, rental agreement or land rights.

Following the Potato Famine tenant farmers were the largest class of people in Ireland but discontent led to Land Wars of the 1870s onwards. The Irish Land Acts of 1870 played a key role in the unification of country and urban classes and the creation of a national identity which had not really existing before. The Land Acts were the first attempt to resolve problems of tenant rights in Ireland. At the start of the First World War around 75% of tenants were buying out their landlords.

When the Irish Free State was formed in 1922, the Irish Land Commission which had acquired and supervised the transfer of around 13 million acres of farmland between 1885 and 1920 ceased to exist. Under its control the freehold of farmland was assigned under mortgage to tenant farmers and farm workers. The focus had been on the compulsory purchase of untenanted estates so that they could be divided into smaller units for local families.


The 20th century

Although it may not seem that far back the start of the 20th century was more than a century ago and for many involved in family history this period relates to the first three or four generations of their family. It was a period of substantial change in farming methods interrupted by two world wars and many of our immediate ancestors would have been involved in working on the land.

Horses used purely on the farm and for other agricultural work reached their peak around the time of the 1911 census when there were just under one million. However, their time was limited because of secondment in the First World War and the advent of the tractor. The First World War came at a time when many of the large landed estates were breaking up and the industry as a whole was worked by less than half the number of labourers than existed a century earlier.

The war changed many aspects of rural life especially social attitudes with the farm worker population gradually being replaced by commuters who occupied many village properties. Tractors replaced the horse and by 1928 the combine harvester was in common use. Almost 20% of the dairy herds in the country were milked by machine by the time the Milk Marketing Board was established in 1933. These simple changes to mechanisation in nearly all aspects of farming had a significant effect on the way the farms were worked.

One thing that remained was that on a Monday morning the farmer would still gather his workers and issue the instructions for the work that week. It was during the early part of the century that some agricultural labourers were able to graduate to being a farmer in their own right.

Farming methods clearly changed rapidly and some of the older crops have become increasingly rare. Tools changed although some of the labourers still used old fashioned methods as they sometimes proved faster than mechanical means. Ploughing evolved from the horse, through steam engines to motor ploughs and tractors. Similarly, the use of rollers to break down the clods of earth and manuring became mechanised. Mechanical sewing of seed rather than scattering by hand also prevailed. In fact, all farm practices became automated reducing even further the need for the farm worker and agricultural labourer. Notwithstanding this the harvest was still labour intensive although reapers and binders now played a major role. Flailing and threshing had been mechanised much earlier.

Many areas still extolled the virtues of their labour force. In the latter part of the 19th century many rural populations dropped because the labourers decided to emigrate to Australia or North America. Maybe they had the foresight to realise that fifty years later the work of ten or twelve men would be done by one and a machine. From the 1930s onwards farm labourers began to come from differing backgrounds whereas up to this time it tended to be generational with members of the same families following in their ancestors’ footsteps. This gradually introduced the change of title to ‘worker’ from labourer.

At the start of the First World War the government was reluctant to apply ‘essential’ status to agriculture as it had done to other industries such as mining and munitions. As long as the food supply was maintained with imports the Government saw little need for action. Nevertheless, a National Registration Act was introduced in 1915 which listed men still available to sign up. In May 1915, military recruitment officers were instructed not to accept skilled farm workers so that they could remain on the farms to protect Britain’s food supply. The government recognised that the war was ongoing and that the maintainance of food supplies must be considered. Farming emerged as an increasingly vital part of the war effort. By autumn 1915, many skilled agricultural labourers and farm workers were exempt from military duties. They were ‘Starred’ as essential to the war effort.

By 1915 the Board of Agriculture developed a scheme for training women in agricultural colleges across the country which focused on dairying and light farm work. The first courses were for 25 weeks and just over 200 women signed up all of whom found work on completion of the courses. Other women formed themselves into associations to find work in agriculture including organisations such as the Women’s Defence Relief Corps which became part of the Board of Agriculture in 1917 leading to the formation of the Women’s Land Army in 1917. The WLA had three distinct missions - firstly to recruit women for agriculture, secondly to break down the opposition to women taking men’s jobs on the land and thirdly to organise teams for farm work. Women who worked on farm for more than a month were entitled to wear a khaki armlet with a red crown to demonstrate that they were doing their duty for their country. By 1918, there were more than 223,000 women in agriculture with 8,000 working in the WLA performing the same tasks as men to continue producing food for Britain.

The Military Service Act came into force in January 1916 requiring all unmarried men aged 18 to 41 to enlist. The age limit was increased to 51 in April and in May 1916 included married men. Agricultural fairs were heavily targeted by recruitment officers resulting in a significant number of agricultural labourers and other farm workers signing up. During the First World War as a whole agriculture saw a loss of 170,000 men aged 18 and over which represented around 20% of the rural workforce. Many skills and experience were lost at conscription and as Britain was faced with food shortages the Government recognised that it needed to provide assistance for farms. Besides the provision of soldiers as previously detailed and the establishment of the Women’s Land Army the War Office also supplied farms with prisoners of war from 1917. By 1918, there were 14,000 prisoners of war used in British agriculture.

The First World War changed the way the farming was undertaken and impacted on aspects of how farming is undertaken today. In the early part of the 20th century farming was still as labour intensive as it had been throughout the Victorian era requiring a number of skilled labourers to perform tasks that one person can undertake today. The horse was still the main source of power although equipment used on farm during the war was developed during the 19th century and was horse-drawn or hand-held. Before the war there were more than one million horses working on farms but when war started the Army only had around 25,000 horses. Many more horses were needed on the front so the army began to requisition around half a million more for war service. This meant that thousands of farms throughout Britain had to send their horses into service. This resulted in farms having to find alternative sources of power which inevitably meant that labourers had to learn new skills both during the war years and in the immediate aftermath.

The early years of the 20th century saw a variety of power sources used on farm besides the horse including steam engines and early tractors. When the First World War commenced British farming was highly mechanised although there was still heavy reliance on the horse. Steam engines were used for ploughing and required a skilled operator. Farmers often used a plough attached to a cable powered by a pair of steam engines at each side of the field. However, it was not suitable method for all types of plough and by 1917 almost half of steam-ploughing sets were lying idle because their operators had gone to war and through lack of spare parts, and coal. To remedy this situation which was widespread across the whole country the government committed to release soldiers who had previously been employed in steam cultivation and to send as many soldiers as possible to assist with spring cultivation and sowing. By the spring of 1917, around 11,500 such men were available helped by an additional 12,500 men from the Home Defence Force who were all granted leave until the end of April. Furthermore, an order issued on 12 March 1917 required all skilled ploughmen in the Home Forces to be granted leave resulting in around 40,000 soldiers working on the land by mid-April.

The tractor was still in its infancy with only around a thousand in operation before the start of the war. The majority of models used on farm were made in the USA. Some British models were also made including the Ivel and Saunderson. All tractors were on iron wheels, with cleats for rough ground. By the end of the war, more than 6,000 tractors were in operation in Britain most of which were used by the Land Army girls. Farmers adapted to develop more innovative and efficient methods of production which effectively began the mechanisation of farming.

The Corn Production Act introduced in 1917 guaranteed minimum prices of staple crops such as wheat, barley and oats. More importantly for the worker a minimum wage structure was introduced and the Agricultural Wages Board was established. To help with a shortage of labour the Ministry of Munitions became responsible for the production and distribution of agricultural machinery which resulted in an increase in the number of tractors used on farms. However, the Army increased demands on industry to keep its fighting machine operative which meant using metals, chemicals and railways for transportation thus delaying the distribution and manufacture of agricultural machinery. The Ploughing Up campaign was an immediate success with around 2.5 million acres of pasture turned over to arable production which meant that farmers were able to increase their output of vital crops such as wheat, oats and potatoes despite labour, feed, machinery and fertiliser shortages.

Local trade directories are useful in identifying the farmers and smallholders in the area of your ancestry. Because these are commercial not all farmers may be listed and the information can be slightly out of date. However, they do provide a way of finding out details of who was located on which farm. Clearly and as already discussed, the 1911 census will also provide more details of the farmer, family and larger household. It will also give you a sense of just how many people within a locality depended on farming for their living.

In 1915, the government required counties to establish War Agricultural Committees. The records that survive give a clear insight into how different concerns about farming changed as the war progressed. County committees delegated some of their responsibilities to district committees, because they had the hands-on local knowledge, and were able to visit all the farms in their area and advised farmers on ways they could improve productivity and which areas of land they could use for arable production. Where the committee records survive, they give comprehensive information of local farms and include a wealth of correspondence from farmers thus giving insights into a wide range of issues that they faced. Records also survive in some counties for Women’s War Agricultural Committees which were involved with the placement and welfare of the Women’s Land Army in their locality. Both sets of records provide first-hand experiences into the concerns about women working on the land from all perspectives: the farmers, the women of the committee and the women workers themselves.


The Women’s Land Army

At the beginning of the war Britain produced just 35% of the food it ate so the work of the newly formed Women’s Land Army was vital. In 1915 the Board of Trade compiled a register of women willing to undertake agricultural work. By the time of conscription in 1916 over 250,000 men had been called out of farm work to serve in the military but only 50,000 women had registered to try and fill the gap. The Food Production Department issued charts each week and for each county trying to establish the need and demand for labour which were used by each county’s War Agricultural Committee. Farmers were however determined, at least initially, to not employ women as they did not feel they were capable of undertaking heavy manual labour. In January 1916 the Women’s National Land Service Corps was established which one year later became the Women’s land Army which was organized and ran on military lines but in a background of suffrage and disputes with the government.

David Lloyd George described the Women’s Land Army girls as breeched, booted and cropped she broke with startling effect upon the sleepy traditions of the English Countryside. She was drawn from a wide range of classes of society but brought with her enthusiasm and energy, an alert and unprejudiced mind that stimulated the activity of her fellow workers’. Just what the countryside needed.
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22. First World War Land Army girls.

During World War One, 23,000 women were recruited to work full-time on the land, of whom about 15,000 were trained accordingly, to help replace men who had left to fight in the war. The Board of Agriculture set up the Women’s Land Army and over a quarter of a million volunteers flocked to help but despite their sterling efforts the harvest failed in 1917 and Britain was left with just three weeks’ of food reserves. The majority of the land girls worked in agriculture mainly as milkmaids, market gardeners and general field workers, but some were employed in heavier jobs such as carters and plough women who for some part still worked with horses. The main aim was to increase food production during the war. To some extent the influx of Belgian refugees also had an effect. Many were found homes in rural communities by the War Refugee Committee and as such began to work the land, some with little experience.

These women were provided initially with two overalls, hat, breeches, boots, leggings, a jersey, clogs and a mackintosh. Six months later they were provided with a second pair of breeches, boots and leggings. No jewellery was allowed and strict rules of behaviour were enforced.

The Land Army Handbook reminded the girls that they were still girls:

‘You are doing a man’s work and you may be dressed rather like a man but remember you should take care to behave like an English girl who expects chivalry and respect from everyone she meets. Noisy or ugly behaviour brings discredit upon yourself and the whole of the Women’s Land Army. Show people that you are an English girl working for her country on the land...’

In the Second World War the Women’s Land Army was even more important. By 1943 it was almost impossible for women under 40 to avoid doing their bit and there were around 80,000 working on the land. Many remained on the same farm for months or even years but most worked in small groups. Others travelled from farm to farm to meet needs as the various tasks arose. Most worked 48-hour weeks in the winter months and 50 plus hour weeks in the summer months. The jobs they undertook were varied. It was not all idyllic as many had to escape German machine guns fired from aircraft and occasionally from stray bombs dropping.


Records for the Women’s Land Army

Records in the form of alphabetical index cards containing such information as name, date of birth, address at time of service etc. for women who served in the Women’s Land Army are held in original form for World War Two by the Imperial War Museum but copies are also available at TNA in series MAF42. TNA also hold various records relating to the county organising committees, recruiting posters and some photographs. The Museum of Rural Life at Reading also has a collection of some Women’s Land Army membership cards/tickets. The National Archives of Scotland hold similar material for those who served in Scotland.

Unfortunately, few records exist for First World War service. However, the Landswoman Magazine (published 1918 and 1919) may be a useful resource. Certificates were presented to serving land girls which, if they exist, will be in family papers as are certificates of Discharge on Demobilisation. Some enrolment forms may be held in local archives.

You may find in family archives a commemorative veteran’s badge. If you know your ancestor served in the WLA or the Timber Corps in either war and you are a direct descendant you can apply through DEFRA for the badge if you know your ancestor was in service. Application forms are available online.

If you are lucky enough to have family members who served in Bedfordshire (my home county) then there is a developing website relating specifically to that county at: http://virtual-library.culturalservices.net/webingres/bedfordshire/vlib/0.wla/ wla_bedfordshire_womens_land_army.htm. This site contains many photographs, details of the county hostels, training farms and other very detailed information.


Prisoners of war employed on the land

There was also an additional labour force made up of prisoners of war; the majority being either Italian or German. At a peak in 1946 they formed one fifth of the rural workforce. Both their productivity and the scale of their employment was highest in the immediate post-war years. 60 per cent of all German POWs employed were working in agriculture.

Many of the POW camps were located in rural areas and as such they became an important part of the agricultural labour force. Some even married local girls and remained in England after the war had ceased. The POW workers wore blue overalls. Many of the Italians had a farming background and worked enthusiastically as they did not want to be sent back to the front line. German POWs were less carefree but generally more productive and efficient than their Italian counterparts. Social interaction with local communities was not as obvious amongst the Germans. The relation between the German POWs, the local population and the farmers in general appears to have been friendly.

POWs employment was far from a liability for British agriculture. Farmers initially viewed POW labour with trepidation but around the end of the war and in its immediate aftermath, demand particularly for the Germans was limitless. Productivity of course was subject to local influences including who the POWs were and several other factors not least of which was supervision. In the early days, language difficulties, inexperience, and reluctance to work had a limiting effect on POW productivity. Over time language barriers fell, prisoners became more skilled and were better employed in a more productive way. German POWs, in particular were a net asset for British agriculture in the wartime and immediate post-war period.

Between 1947 and 1951 prisoners of war who had been employed on the land had the option to volunteer to remain as civilian agricultural workers and could participate in the government repatriation scheme for the civilianisation of prisoners. Records relating to this scheme can be researched at The National Archives in the MAF series of documents.


Evacuees

Evacuees and those they were billeted with were often amazed to see how each other lived. Some evacuees flourished in their new surroundings whist others endured a miserable time away from home. Many evacuees from urban areas particularly the inner-city areas had never seen farm animals before or eaten fresh vegetables. Some city dwellers quickly became bored with country living or were perpetually tired doing day-long agricultural work.

Finding records of evacuees from the Second World War is complex because no government files were kept. Searching the 1939 Register for evacuees is possible by entering ‘evacuee’ in the Occupation field. Evacuation took place in early September before National Registration on 29 September. As a result, many evacuees appear in the register. Local archives are the best place to find any information about individuals who were evacuated particularly records from the schools that were evacuated or the schools that the evacuated children attended. You may also find newsworthy information in local and provincial newspapers.

Newspapers of the time offer a range of information on all manner of issues affecting everyday rural life during the war. Beware however that the newspaper business was motivated by commercial considerations, so the content of articles and the opinions expressed may be biased particularly in war time. Even so you can still find loads of material on how the war impacted on the everyday farming world.

Reports of cases before the Local Military Service Tribunal to appeal against conscription or that of an employee can give an idea of the issue’s farmers faced, primarily the shortages of labour both general and skilled. This seems to have been a common theme, as was the use of women, prisoners of war or conscientious objectors as replacements.

Concerns about food adulteration meant that dairy farmers were frequently appearing before the magistrates to account for their processes as the watering down of milk was a common complaint from consumers.

Reports of the harvest can give an insight of how good or bad the harvest was in a particular year and also show the kinds of post-harvest celebrations and who in the community was involved.

Although not a newspaper the parish magazine was an organ used to inform during the wars. It was written for a very local readership and as such were full of information on local people and local initiatives around keeping the parish fed. They often contain accounts of local or parish collections of food for Belgian refugees, families suffering hardship as well as accounts of parish celebrations which were absolutely essential for morale, suggestions on how to make the most out of foodstuffs and information about new allotments and how to grow fruit and vegetable to be more self-sustaining.


6 - Daily life


The agricultural labourer’s working life

Although the labourer’s role in the agricultural industry was of major importance, they did not reap the benefits of the prosperity of that industry to the same extent as the farmers or the rural craftsmen that supported the farming industry. Throughout time, earning have remained low with the normal working hours considered to be from dawn to dusk in winter and a full 12 hour day 6am - 6pm in the summer months.

Housing was also a problem in rural communities. Little changed even in the early years of the 20th century.


The working day

In most labouring families the day began at about 5am It was not unusual for the wife to rise first in order to prepare breakfast and the labourer’s mid-day lunch. Cottages would have felt cold and damp at this early hour through all the seasons except summer. Breakfast was usually the same each day and typically was two large hunks of bread put into a basin, sprinkled with salt over which boiling water was poured - referred to affectionately as ‘kettle broth’. Cereals and milk were too expensive for the average family to afford.

After breakfast, the labourer would collect his clay pipe, tools and a fustian jacket (a heavy woven fabric) and would perhaps walk two or three miles to the farm. Most tied cottages were located on fringes of farms and often away from the main farmyard complex. The working day began at about 6am when all the labourers would gather in the courtyard and be instructed by either the farmer or the bailiff on what tasks would make up the day’s work. Some labourers had arrived much earlier. The cowman may have been around since 3am to milk the cows and enable the milk churns to be at the local railway station in time to be on the early morning train to London or other provincial centres, so that recipients in the towns and cities could have fresh milk for their breakfasts. The horseman would also have arrived much earlier so that he could prepare the horses in readiness for the day’s work pulling the plough or farm wagons. The shepherd was rarely seen during lambing time as he would live in his hut in the fields to be near his flock.

The work regime on the arable farm centred around the crop harvest. On the dairy farm, work was subject to a daily regime as livestock husbandry was involved.

The annotation of ‘ag lab’ against a woman’s name in the census was quite correct. Many women folk worked on the farm usually arriving an hour or two later than the men and often accompanied by their children, sometimes as young as seven or eight years. The womenfolk also left a couple of hours earlier at the end of the day in order to prepare the family’s evening meal. Besides working in the farmyard, they also worked in the brew house, dairy and buttery. Some also worked in the fields usually doing the lighter jobs and perhaps the more menial tasks. However, it has been known for women to work behind the plough!

The day’s work commenced usually within half an hour of everyone being given their orders for the day. It was manual toil for the next eight to ten hours with only a short break for lunch, taken usually around noon. Lunch, which would have been prepared and packed by the wife whilst she was preparing breakfast, was either chunks of bread with cheese and perhaps a pickle or salad, today known as a ploughman’s lunch. The alternative was often a clanger.

Clangers were subject to regional variation but were basically a sweet and savoury suet dumpling consisting of two courses, meat at one end (usually pork and onions) and apples or jam at the other. It was a main course and dessert in one. It was often made on Mondays from the leftovers of the Sunday lunch and was easy to prepare and cook in the limited facilities that prevailed in the cottage. It was supposedly filling as well! Cold sweet tea in an earthenware pot was also prepared. The labourer worked six days a week. He was only allowed Sunday off along with Christmas Day and Good Friday and in some areas Plough Monday.
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 23. The Clanger.
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24. Bedfordshire Clanger recipe.

Generally, the work was physical but with the stamina the average labourer developed it was not always exhausting. Every operation that took place on the arable farm culminated in the harvest. No one could control bad weather which had an effect on what could or could not be done on the farm. In periods of really wet or snowy weather, fields could not be ploughed and seeds could not be sown. However, the changing seasons of the year gave the agricultural labourer a variety of work. Summer was the busiest season with the hay making and harvest. By early morning and for the remainder of the day, a team of five or six labourers would be seen wielding their scythes.

As agricultural labouring was the main occupation in rural areas, virtually everyone was associated with that occupation. It was a family orientated and somewhat generational job through necessity. Most farm workers began their working lives around the age of eight years and this trend continued even after schooling became compulsory. Many families and particularly their children would also fall foul of the agricultural gangs.

Children would begin work by doing such jobs as scaring birds, weeding or picking out stones and progress into the skilled aspects of labouring as they grew older.

As there was no old age pension it was usual for labourers to work until they were unable to do so. Inevitably the older labourers were once again employed on the lighter more menial jobs unless they were still physically fit to continue the heavier manual work.

For most, the average working day ended at dusk, then it was the walk home for the evening meal which was usually bacon or pork stew (many labourers kept a pig on their allotments for such purposes, sometimes sharing ownership) and vegetables grown in the garden.

Few could afford to burn candles for too long so it was not unusual for the family to be in bed by 8pm particularly in the winter months when there was little else to do.

Because wages were low, it was a necessity for other work to be undertaken in order to make ends meet. Most families had a regular need to supplement the breadwinner’s wages. Everyone in the family, as soon as they were capable of working, did such jobs as lace making and straw plaiting, which were synonymous with rural residency. Even hefty farm labourers became very adept at the crafts when there was no alternative.

There were some agricultural labourers who managed to graduate to being farmers in their own right, albeit tenant farmers rather than landowners. Having carefully learned all the skills of farming from a fairly young age a labourer was sometimes lent the money by his master to set up his own farm or smallholding. It was not unusual to find in the census the occupational change from ‘ag lab’ to farmer but of course some labourers enhanced their occupations so further investigation is needed to establish where the farm was, who actually owned it and to what extent your ancestor actually became a farmer. Some agricultural labourers became farm managers or tenant farmers on larger estates which took them out of the agricultural labouring community and the poverty often associated with the class, although many still retained such roots and had to eke out a living.


The labourer’s workwear

Depending upon his calling the agricultural labourer wore much the same clothing each day. The traditional smock was considered unfashionable by the mid-1850s and was replaced by more serviceable wide cut shirts, waistcoats, breeches, jackets and hats. Even later, working men wore fustian jackets and corduroy trousers. When worn, the pattern of smocking on the breast often denoted his job, be it a ploughman, horseman, dairyman or hurdler. Smocking patterns were peculiar to the local areas and almost became a ‘uniform’, from which a labourer’s skills could be easily identified. For example shepherds’ smocks may depict sheep or crooks, whereas wagoners’ smocks depicted a cart wheel or ploughmen’s smock had a furrow pattern. These smocking patterns were particularly useful at the time of the hiring fairs. The designs were frequently passed down the family and the stitching was usually done using a matching thread.
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25. Labourers workwear - jackets and trousers replace smocks.

Smocks were usually made by women. The fabric was cut in rectangles to avoid wastage. The ‘smocking’ is the gathering of the fabric, which is then stitched in place. This gave the garment flexibility and strength where it was most needed - the chest, shoulders and wrists. Some smocks were oiled to make them waterproof and most have a large collar for extra protection from the weather.

Traditionally smocks were made of cotton or linen. Smock makers, who were often the wives of agricultural labourers, were paid about 9d. per smock. The Holland material from which they were made would often make up half the cost. The fabric was normally cut in rectangles to avoid wastage of material. The ‘smocking’ often denoted occupation speciality.

There were essentially three styles of smock worn by labourers in England and Wales:

Round smocks were perhaps the most common where both sides are identical and could be turned around if the front became too dirty.
Shirt smocks had an opening which ran for part of the front of the smock and fastened with buttons or toggles.
Coat smocks where the opening ran the full length of the front of the smock and fastened with buttons or toggles.

The origin of the smock dates back to Medieval times where there are illustrations showing agricultural labourers in plain loose garments as a forerunner to the smocks worn in the 18th and 19th centuries. In some areas the older men continued to wear smocks well into the early 20th century.

By the mid -18th century the smocks were being worn by men not just as workwear but also for Sunday best, marriage and for the annual hiring fairs. Smocks were traditionally made from unbleached cotton and linen and appeared in stone or beige colours. Like the pattern of smocking colours also sometimes denoted localities. Olive Green smocks were a common sight in Norfolk and North Suffolk.

Women’s work wear is not so well documented but it seems that women farm workers wore long dresses with aprons. Some also wore bonnets. It is uncertain what protection they wore against the elements.

Most male labourers also wore hats with many senior labourers and farm bailiffs wearing a ‘billycock’ (chimney pot hat) which resembled a top hat that traditionally ‘grew in height’. The taller the hat, the longer they had been employed.

Along with smocks and billycocks, traditions and superstitions existed which often had their origins way back in history yet exist even today. Superstitions such as not looking at a new moon through glass, that to carry a hare’s foot would prevent rheumatism or the tradition of an emblem being placed on a hayrick by a thatcher.
As smocks gave way to jackets and trousers at the time of increased mechanisation, they became the ‘uniform’. The type of clothing worn would often show the type of job undertaken by the labourer. Moleskin trousers (real or otherwise) gave way to corduroy by the late 1880s. It was more serviceable, warmer and cheaper. Fustian jackets were the norm as these were also warm and weatherproof. Hats were much the same as they had always been.
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26. Senior labourers wore the ‘billycock’. Patterns of smoking denote the specialism practiced by the labourer.

As we look through documents, wills and inventories it is possible that we may find reference to types of clothing worn by labourers where the names have become unfamiliar. A few examples are given below:

Drab - a thick strong dull coloured cloth used for men’s work wear and shirts.
Slop - a loose lower garment such as trousers which can be slipped on easily. In the later 19th century the word referred to ready-made clothing of a uniform size.
Frock - an outer garment of coarse white linen worn over other clothes and being more common in the south and south central areas of England.
Fustian - coarse twilled cotton fabric which included moleskin and corduroy.
Glad rag - a woman’s garment used primarily at the time of gleaning which had large pockets at the front into which she could place the grain as she picked it up.
Sack - hessian apron worn as part of a labourer’s work wear.
Slops - a loose lower garment that slipped on easily and was usually cheaply made
Smock frock - an outer garment of course white linen worn predominantly in southern England over other clothing. Many had a ‘best’ for Sundays.

By far the most expensive outlay for any agricultural labourer was his boots. Generally, they could only afford one pair so they had to be well maintained and initially well made. In order to keep them in good condition the labourer would spend some time in the evening overhauling his boots, replacing hobnails that had worked loose and applying dubbin to keep them waterproof. As the labourer wore his boots virtually seven days a week, he also had to protect them from ‘sweaty feet’. He would place a bed of dried grass inside the boots each day. Imagine, by the end of the day a strong smell of nitrogen would be given off as the grass absorbed the perspiration!

Before the turn of the 20th century clogs were an extremely common type of footwear worn by virtually everyone from farm labourers to ministers or teachers and as such clog making in Britain was booming. Clogs were also long lasting and easier to repair than other types of footwear. Farmers and farm workers, male and female, wore clog-boots because wooden soles kept their feet out of the mud.

How was the labourer employed throughout the year?

The farming year in arable areas centred on the operations to ensure a good harvest and was considered to run from the end of the harvest i.e. Michaelmas (September). Very specific monthly operations were necessary and these were detailed in the Handbook of Farm Labour published in 1861. Each month of the year required specific work as follows:

SEPTEMBER - Corn harvest; autumn cultivation, ploughing clovers and sowing trifolium on corn stubbles, fruit harvest.
OCTOBER - Finishing corn harvest, preparation for and sowing wheat, rye, winter crops, cultivation of stubbles, threshing, cider making, lime and manure on fields; feeding sheep on turnips.
NOVEMBER - Wheat sowing, harvest of root crops; ploughing, road and drainage mending, and attendance on cattle in stalls, processing winter fodder. Threshing grain for market and for straw.
DECEMBER - Wheat sowing if conditions are favourable; ploughing, threshing, carriage of manure to fields, attendance on stock in stalls, yard and fields, overwintering of cattle.
JANUARY - Drainage operations, manure carried to fields, liming and marling, grain to market, threshing grain for sale, ploughing, road and fence mending, top-dressing of pastures, hedging and coppicing, attendance on cattle and sheep.
FEBRUARY - Preparing for and sowing spring wheat, beans and peas, purchase of manure and seed, marketing of grain and fat stock, gathering stones off the meadows to be mown, hurdle making and stock-proofing cattle areas.
MARCH - Finish sowing wheat, peas and beans, preparation of land for sowing oats, barley, carrots, grass, clover, vetches, potato cultivation, planting of root crops, attendance on fattening and breeding stock of all kinds, turning manure heaps and spreading manure in fields and in yards.
APRIL - Finish sowing oats, barley, carrots etc. Potato planting, cleaning out yard, horse-hoeing wheat, lambing, clover and rape sowing.
MAY - Sowing of mangold-wurzels, horse and hand hoeing grain crops and potatoes, cutting and carrying green rye and vetches, cattle turned out to pasture, calving, sheep in pasture, sheep shearing.
JUNE - Sowing turnips. Horse and hand hoeing of mangold-wurzels and other root crops. Preparation of the land for turnips and rape. Sheep shearing, hay-making.
JULY - Horse hoeing of root crops, sowing rape and mustard, haymaking, harvesting peas and beans, carriage of tiles, road materials etc. for autumn and winter use, steam ploughing.
AUGUST - Wheat, barley, oat and bean harvest and reaping and binding, finish haymaking, ploughing and scarifying stubbles.

Obviously, all of the above operations were dependent upon the weather and if the work could not be done then the agricultural labourer was laid off and had to rely upon the poor law authorities to provide for his immediate needs.


The harvest

The biggest operation of the year was the harvest and this was a very serious matter for the farmer and labourer alike financially. It was a critical time of the year because it was totally dependent upon the weather. Everyone, man, woman and child, would work together for long hours to complete the harvest while weather permitted. If the soil was too wet or too dry some operations could not occur. The success depended upon how speedily work could be undertaken once conditions were right. It was at this time that many migrant workers came into a locality to help out but the advancement of machinery gradually ended the need for casual work and the Irish particularly turned their attention to railway construction. 
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27. The harvest being gathered in.

The regular agricultural labourers often earned almost enough in overtime to pay their annual rents or at least to re-equip themselves with boots or tools. Harvest overtime was often referred to as ‘boot money’. The operation was sophisticated. A couple of women or teenage children would work with each reaper tying the wheat or corn with three or four stalks into sheaves which were left to dry, often being turned on a daily basis. When dry they were loaded onto farm wagons and taken to the farmyard where they would be built into a haystack. The local thatcher would then come along and thatch the stack to prevent rainwater penetrating and rotting the hay. Although the harvest was labour intensive, machinery eventually replaced manpower and made the harvest more efficient.

Traditionally to celebrate the end of the harvest, the last cart-load of grain was pulled by a horse decorated with ribbons, garlands of flowers and bells.

When the harvest was over, the most exciting social event of the year took place. Everyone was involved in ‘Harvest home’ where the workers would gather at the farmyard and sit down to a farmer-hosted meal in celebration of the harvest. A barn would be decorated for the occasion and the farmer’s wife provided food and drink. Music and dancing usually lasted well into the night. The landowner, farmer, many of the village craftsmen and all of the workers enjoyed a roast dinner and plenty of beer or cider, often brewed in the farm’s own brew house. After the meal pipes were smoked and it was traditional for a number of men to rise, drink a toast and have a sing-song. After this part of the festivities had ended the women and children were sent home and the men continued the merriment into the early hours of the next morning which was usually a Sunday (a day off). Later that day they were all required to be in church for the annual harvest festival service. The custom of Harvest Festival in church was introduced in Victorian times. The tradition began in 1843, at St. Morwenna’s Church, Morwenstowe in Cornwall, when the Rev. Robert Hawker organised a special service of thanksgiving for the harvest. The idea soon spread throughout the country and it became an annual custom to decorate the churches with home-grown produce, flowers and grains, and suitable biblical inscriptions, often made from straw.

After the harvest is over gleaners, usually the women and children of the community, collected the leftover crops from the fields. In some areas this was considered a form of welfare. Normally the gleaners kept the crops they gathered and had the local miller grind them for flour. In the 18th century it was a legal right of cottagers until 1788 when the case of Steel v Houghton made the act of gleaning a trespass. Since then gleaning has technically become an offence but most farmers turned a blind eye and allowed it to continue as part of the harvest tradition. In many villages the sexton would ring the church bell at the start and finish of the gleaning day.


Wages and budgets

There were differences in wages paid to the agricultural labourer and his family between the northern and southern counties. There were also differences for skilled and unskilled labourers as might well be expected but also those who were teetotal tended to earn more than those who were not. Piece work rates also affected the income where such work was available.

At the time of the 1851 census, the average weekly wages of an agricultural labourer for a typical 10½ hour day were:

NORTHERN COUNTIES:

West Riding of Yorkshire - 14s.0d.
Lancashire - 13s.6d.
Cumberland - 13s.0d.
East Riding of Yorkshire - 12s.0d.
Cheshire - 12s.0d.
Durham - 11s.0d.
North Riding of Yorkshire - 11s.0d.
Derbyshire - 11s.0d.
Northumberland - 11s.0d.
Nottinghamshire - 10s.0d.
Lincolnshire - 10s.0d.
Staffordshire - 9s.6d.

SOUTHERN COUNTIES:

Sussex - 10s.6d.
Bedfordshire - 9s.6d.
Surrey - 9s.6d.
Hertfordshire - 9s.0d.
Hampshire - 9s.0d.
Essex - 9s.0d.
Northamptonshire - 9s.0d.
Oxfordshire - 9s.0d.
Buckinghamshire - 8s.6d.
Devon - 8s.6d.
Huntingdonshire - 8s.6d.
Norfolk - 8s.6d.
Warwickshire - 8s.6d.
Dorset - 7s.6d.
Berkshire - 7s.6d.
Cambridgeshire - 7s.6d.
Wiltshire - 7s.6d.
Gloucestershire - 7s.0d.
Suffolk - 7s.0d.

In some counties such as Wiltshire there were wage variations depending upon location, those in the south of the county tending to earn slightly less than those in the north.

The average weekly wage for an ordinary agricultural labourer in the northern counties was 11s.6d. whereas in the south it was 25% to 30% less at only 8s.6d. 

At the same time the average wage for labourers in Wales was 8s.6d., whilst in Scotland it was somewhat lower at 7s.0d. or thereabouts, with some regional variation. Wages in Scotland were lower in the north than in the south of the country.

In many cases farm labourers were paid by the day, the daily wage equating to that of the weekly wage. In reality it was quite common for the farm labourer not to be employed for a full week so his wage would have been proportionately lower. Some payments were in kind and a large amount of work was undertaken by the piece. Some piece work was also undertaken by the agricultural gangs. On many farms certain operations were paid at piece work rates such as corn hoeing (paid by the acre), hedging or hedge trimming and ditching, although reasonably skilled (paid by the chain) and thatching of the hay ricks and barns (paid by the yard). In many cases if the labourer was involved in piece work, they also had to find their own tools.

Payments in kind were very common and in Lincolnshire for example the average labourer would have received 30 stones of pork, four sacks of wheat, 60 stones of potatoes and in many cases a beer allowance. The shepherd who spent time in his hut would have been given coals.

In comparison to wages which could have been earned as general labourers, the agricultural labourer always fared worst. Using census years, the differential average annual wage was as follows:

Agricultural labourer / Year / General labourer
£31.0s.0d. / 1841 / £39.0s.0d.
£30.0s.0d. / 1851 / £44.0s.0d.
£29.0s.0d. / 1861 / £44.0s.0d.
£36.0s.0d. / 1871 / £52.0s.0d.
£41.0s.0d. / 1881 / £55.0s.0d.
£41.10s.0d. / 1891 / £62.10s.0d.
£42.0s.0d. / 1901 / £69.0s.0d.
£47.0s.0d. / 1911 / £74.0s.0d.

The wages that could be earned at harvest could boost an average family’s earnings by about £6 to £7. This in many cases was a fair proportion of the rent for a year and often labourers could afford to pay their rent after the harvest to be sure of a secure tenancy for the next twelve months. If any annually employed labourers moved on at the hiring fair, they could assure their tenancy by using their harvest money to pay the next annual rent.

For some jobs on the farm, work was undertaken at piece rates. These were usually carried out by men on a day labour basis. Some men preferred to split their work between farm labouring, moving around the farms and also fulfilling other labouring jobs within the community rather than be fully employed on a particular farm. Such jobs included turnip hoeing paying typically 4s. per acre, hedging 3d. per chain, under-draining 1s.3d. per chain, thatching 1d. per square yard and threshing 5s. per day.

In some areas wages were either replaced by payment in kind or supplemented by the supply of goods or commodities. In many instances families would live rent free or paying a much-subsidised rent and would receive a quantity of wheat, potatoes etc or even a certain amount of pork each year.

As a general rule very few agricultural labouring families could hope to save any money or even have a surplus at the end of the week.

Based upon an average wage of 13s.0d. per week in 1861, the wages may well have been utilised in the following way:

Rent - 1s.6d.
School fees - 4d.
Candles - 5d. (about 6 were used each week)
Soap - 2s.½d.
Coal / Fuel - 1s.0d.
Bread - 4s.8d. (a 4lb loaf each day was eaten)
Cheese - 4d.
Meat - 2s.0d. (3lb of meat)
Tea and Sugar - 1s.3d. (1.5lb of sugar a week)
Treacle - 3d. (a substitute for butter at 8d. per lb)
Benefit society - 1s.0d.
Tobacco - 4d.

In most cases the labourer also had to provide his own tools e.g. scythe, and also keep his boots in good repair. Boots at the time cost 15s.0d. per pair and a Sunday best suit cost £3.6s.0d. Most agricultural labourers could not afford boots and many could not afford to repair them so they saved old pieces of leather for the make do repairs. This is why many labourers chose to wear clogs because they needed less maintenance and did not wear out as quickly.

The family had to buy pots, pans and utensils from time to time as they could not make ends meet from the wage of one person alone. The contribution of the whole family was essential to provide even the necessities of life. Self-sufficiency was very much the order of the day and nothing was ever wasted. Nails were recycled, rags were used to make rugs and anything that had a use was saved for future use.

When the Royal Commission on Labour reported its findings in 1893 to 1894, a typical budget did not show much change. Taking the then average family of man, wife, one boy working on a farm and children of varying ages between nine years and two years (and excluding children who were in service) a typical budget, based on an average family wage of £1.5s.0d., would have been as follows:

Club money - 11d.
Lamp Oil - 4d.
Candles - 5d.
Tea, Sugar etc - 2s.8d.
Dairy produce - 5s.6d.
Flour - 5d.
Meat - 4s.6d.
Bread - 5s.0d.

This also assumed that the family lived rent free on a service tenancy. If not then the weekly rent was normally about 2s.6d.

The situation never seemed to get any better because towards the end of the century the average agricultural labourer’s wage in 1900 had actually taken a slight decrease.

The use of estate or farm accounts is the easiest way to determine the wages paid to a labourer on a weekly basis. This is however not without its challenges. One major problem is determining when the farmer or estate owner decided that the worker was an ‘adult’. Accounts do not usually show the age or even gender of the worker and traditionally women and children were paid much less than the male labourers. In general, the tasks of threshing, ditching, hedging, wood cutting seem to have been the domain of the male but ploughing for example was undertaken by either sex. It is also not always possible to determine if the workers received payments in kind on top of wages, even his accommodation or allotment was included as such. Wages also varied over the course of a year and it was often the case that money received at harvest was twice that of winter months’ wages.


Records associated with agricultural employment

Most family historians want to find out as much information as possible about what their ancestors did to earn their money and how they lived. It is reasonably easy to generically construct what would have been a typical toil for an agricultural labourer but the records of employment give just that little bit more with details of how much they earned, which cottage they lived in and how much they actually contributed. This is possible because many would have worked on farms owned and managed by the large estates and land owners.

Of course, not all did so and there are regional differences. However, even small farmers kept diaries and many have survived. Like all records it is very much ‘luck of the draw’ whether records containing details of your ancestor exist. If they do, there is a wealth of information. Hopefully the following will provide some pointers.


Estate records and farmers’ diaries

Locating surviving estate records relies upon knowing who the land and estate owners were at the time and then using catalogues in the various repositories to ascertain what records exist. One of the challenges is related to their location. Many landowners had interests in more than one county and in some instances the records of the whole of the estate may well be in a record office associated with another estate area, for example the records of Hardwick Hall are retained within the muniments of Chatsworth House.

To help locate records for particular estates it is worth approaching, in the first instance, the record office for the county in which your ancestor worked. Knowledgeable staff should know the extent and location of records even if they are not the custodians. Another useful source is using Discovery accessed on The National Archives website or in Scotland the Scottish Archives network.

There are also many publications which will help, including the previously discussed Victoria County Histories, which often give details of estates and manors. They also give clues about the different location of interests as do directories relating to the gentry such as Walford’s Country Families. Walford’s is a mix of social register and who’s who covering the 19th and 20th centuries. It is a valuable guide to landed gentry families inasmuch as it enables you to determine where the families were and the extent of their property.

More specifically in 1873 you can refer to the Returns of Owners of Land which list all those who owned land on a county basis and is searchable on Ancestry. The Return of Owners of Land, 1873 is the first complete picture of the distribution of land in the British Isles since Domesday in 1086 and for that reason is sometimes referred to as the ‘Modern Domesday’. It originated because the Victorian landed classes, some of whom sat in the House of Lords, needed to counter rising public uproar, which was very much fuelled by the press of the time, about what was considered the monopoly of land. The Return covers both England and Wales, but does not include London. It includes around 15,000 parishes. It took about two years to receive all the returns so it may be slightly out of date on publication. All the information in the Return, except for owner addresses, was taken from rating assessments under the Poor Law and were normally already held by each parish.

Most county record offices will also have personal names indexes, which can be referred to in order to locate landowners in the locality and to provide information of the records available. 

Using such reference material will lead to a series of records containing a wealth of information which should provide useful genealogical information in the guise of:


Rent rolls:

These should name tenants of cottages, and give details of their rents paid which may be in cash, kind or labour, the year in which a tenancy began (and indeed ended if that is the case), ages of tenants, and in some cases information on the behaviour of tenants. You may, of course just find a name and an annual rental amount. 


Leases and tenancy agreements:

Estate records are going to contain details of legal documents which may be in the form of fully-fledged leases for a term of years or at least a tenancy agreement which may give similar details to the rent rolls, or may contain much the same information as a lease i.e. name of tenant, address of cottage, annual rent, commencement date and any restrictions or benefits of tenancy. Some which have been cancelled or expired may still have survived. If agricultural labourers worked on an estate where interests lie in different areas of the country, the landowner may have transferred a labourer tenant between farms and moved him and his family to a different area. This should be easy to pick up from research and helps tremendously with migration patterns.


Rent ledgers:

These are not the same as Rent rolls as they are working account books which show the frequency of rental payments and it is often easier to pick up the periods of tenancy if leases or rent rolls are incomplete or missing. The rent ledger may also include details of outgoings paid for maintenance of the cottage.

All of these assume that your agricultural labourer was in fact a tenant of the farm or estate. Many, of course, lived in nearby villages and were provided with accommodation by a different landlord, who may just have been a property owner and for whom such records may not have survived.


Maps and plans:

The deposited collections of estates usually include a number of maps and plans of the properties owned, including the humble cottage. Many are to a fairly large scale and it is easy to locate a tenant’s holding. If architectural plans exist for the cottage your ancestor resided in then you will be able to see just exactly what the cottage was like and how it was constructed as well as identifying its location. It may be possible to find out through estate accounts details of the cost of construction or improvement which can only enhance the information about the labourer’s life.


Wage books:

The hub of any working estate will be its financial records. On a weekly basis, wages would have been paid to all estate workers including labourers and farm servants, household servants and gardeners, some of whom, for reasons mentioned above, do not appear in other estate records. Your ancestor may be amongst them.
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28. Schedule of work undertaken by labourers in a typical week.
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29. Wages books showing labourers working on the farm or estate.


Land agent’s note books:

It may well be that these do not often survive but where they do, they can be very revealing. Sometimes a page or two is devoted to a tenant and his family, how they react, how they feel about their property or what their gripes are.


Militia lists:

Although not official, muster lists of the Militia or Yeomanry and many unofficial records relating thereto can be located in the archives of landed estates. As a minimum, they consist of lists of men who were employed by the estate or one of its farms and who were liable for service in local defence forces throughout the period. They can be valuable, as sometimes local militia musters may not have survived. The lists may be the only record of an agricultural labourer who served in such a way. 


Extent of estate records:

In order that the researcher can appreciate the extent of estate coverage, I use as an example the interests of the Whitbread estate, which was by no means a large estate but was quite prominent in Bedfordshire where the records are held. The survival and scope of its records is also nothing out of the ordinary. One salient point to note is that to research the ordinary agricultural labourer, it is necessary to look at the records which have been generated and maintained by the gentry who, unbeknown to them at the time, would not have realised what a favour they were doing family historians by meticulously recording the details of their agricultural labourers and tenants.

Papers which exist within the estate records and which would be of interest to the family historian with agricultural labourers include:

• Diaries (personal and farm diaries)
• Press cuttings scrapbook (including disputes and court cases etc.)
• General estate matters
• Estate rental (details of tenants)
• Estate improvements ledger (land agent’s records)
• Income and expenditure for the estate
• Overseers’ papers
• Friendly Society papers

In this particular case the estate rentals cover a period from 1865 to c1937 and give names of tenants, place, description of holding and figures relating to rents under various headings. They also show transfers.

The estate accounts cover wages paid, income and expenditure for each farm, rates, taxes, wood and sawmill management.

The extent of the estate ownership of farms is provided by reference to the village of Cardington: the following farms belonged to the estate and are included in the records:

Blabey Farm
Claypits Farm
Malting Farm
Manor Farm
Herrings Green Farm
Summer Hill Farm
Rook Tree Farm
Wood Farm
Harrowden Farm
Hill Foot Farm
Cotton End Farm
The Lakes Farm
Harrowden Bottom Farm
Duck Lane Farm
Chapel Farm
Summer House Hill Farm

There were no other farms in the village at the time so if your ancestor originated, worked or lived in Cardington, you will find information about them in the estate records.

Although the main Whitbread estate interests were in Bedfordshire there were also landed interests and farms in Buckinghamshire, Devon, Gloucestershire, Hampshire, Hertfordshire, Huntingdonshire, Middlesex, Norfolk, Warwickshire, and Ireland.

As with many estates there was a degree of transfer and migration of labourers and other tenants, so it is important to be aware of the extent of the estate so that ancestors can be traced where their movement was associated with their jobs. For this reason, it is important to locate where estate interests were and which record office holds the records. 


Farmers’ diaries:

One of the most valuable sources of information that exists can be found in the diaries or journals maintained by farmers or farm bailiffs. They will not of course survive in every instance, but where they do, they give a daily account of work undertaken on the farm and very often provide names and details associated with incidents that occurred. Even if no names are given in the diaries, it is easy to see why the use of such a record is essential to research. If you know or can establish from estate records where your ancestor worked and then look at the diaries, it is obvious is it not, that your ancestor played a very important role in the day to day work which was undertaken and perhaps establish any periods of recession and unemployment. You would even be able to establish that no work was done on a particular day because it rained. Perhaps some entries may be slightly trivial but can add detail to your family history and hopefully enable you to place your ancestor in his contemporary environment as well as giving more insight into what our ancestors went through in their daily toil.
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30. Farm diary - ‘Yesterday one of my men that began the harvest in the oat field died it was John Gray’.

Occasionally you will come across a diary written by a farm labourer or a farm apprentice which will be equally informative.

The sort of information they contain varies considerably but in the illustration it reports the death of a labourer whilst working.

Another example which names labourers and states the jobs they did on particular days is as follows:

‘17 March: A fine day. Hudson and 4 horses took 16 quarters and 2 bushels of wheat to Buckmaster’s mill. T. Chance and boy, Lawman with 6 horses ploughing in Wadloes (field name). Cartwright, Worker, T Busby, T Ashby and boy with 2 horses cutting chaff. D. Ashby, Jo Purser and Busby draining as before. Woodward spreading dung in West Mills. Harris and Jno Purser winnowing wheat at Town Farm. J Ashby absent. T Baker mending sacks. M Denton cutting hedge in ploughed vineyard. P Ellis cutting hedge in ploughed woods. J Chance and Martin threshing beans. Harris shepherding. S Ashby and J Wilson seeing to stock’.

The remainder of the diary contains similar entries so it is possible to piece together the working life very specifically. Diaries cannot be ignored. Farmers’ diaries may cover only certain years so be careful that you actually identify your ancestor on a particular farm for a particular year.

It is also useful to correlate your research of estate records and farmers’ diaries with any surviving manorial court records.


The home

There were also difficulties in relation to tied cottages as these never really felt like home to the agricultural labourer. As they were hired on an annual basis, when they lost their jobs, they also lost their home. As late as 1913 it was known that about 33% of labourers still lived in this type of accommodation.

Although rural areas escaped the type of health hazards usually associated with towns many rural farm cottages were poorly maintained and considered insanitary despite the legislation of 1875 and 1890 to improve public health. A good water supply remained a problem until well into the 1930s in many rural locations. It is also said that the large families which caused overcrowding did not help the situation.

Many cottages before the 18th century were single storey and some cottages which exist today still show evidence of this being the case even though an upstairs has been added. Windows were at floor level. Originally the upstairs was approached by means of a ‘stair hole’, literally a trap door in the floor approached by a ladder held in place by fixing dowels. 

From the 18th century onwards, the average farm labourer would not own a property but rent it from a landlord who invariably owned other cottages in the village. Rents were generally low and as such few repairs to the fabric could be afforded. This was also the case when a labourer lived in a tied cottage associated with his employment. Notwithstanding this, the lady of the house was generally good at keeping the place looking presentable. Most cottages were constructed in local materials and to traditional methods from timber frame in-filled with ‘wattle and daub’ to flint and brickwork and under a thatch, slated or even tin roof. Externally the cottages would look ‘pretty’ with flower tubs and flower beds. In the summer sunshine they could look very delightful. There was some attempt to paint an idyllic picture about the cottages whereas in reality most were very dilapidated, far from picturesque and generally ill-equipped.
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31. A typical labourer’s cottage.

The following is typical of how a farm labourer’s cottage was portrayed defying all reality.

The cottage homes of England
By thousands on her plains
They are smiling o’re the silvery brooks
And round the hamlet fanes
Through glowing orchards forth they peep
Each from its nook of leaves
And fearless there the lowly sheep
As the birds beneath their eaves

The free, fair homes of England
Long, long, in hut and hall
May hearts of native proof be rear’d
To guard each hollow wall
And green for ever be the groves
And bright the flowery sod
Where first the child’s glad spirit loves
Its country and its God

The Houses of England, by Felicia Hemans.

Internally a typical farm labourers’ cottage of the Victorian era was comprised of two bedrooms often no more than about 12 feet square. The walls were uneven and the ceilings generally low. The small windows did not permit much daylight to enter and because they were very often ill-fitting, they were draughty. The entrance doors were usually of oak hung on a couple of iron hinges. The doors were often warped. Downstairs floors were usually brick or flagstone, uneven and in the absence of a suitable damp proof course were permanently damp or even wet in winter. Because of the size of the family that needed to be accommodated, the bedrooms were usually divided into two by curtains, blankets or old smocks. In one bedroom the labourer and his wife slept with the younger children whilst in the other the older children would sleep with the room divided for the sexes. It was not unusual for several children to be accommodated in a single bed. In some cases, the older children would sleep on a makeshift bed made of straw pallets downstairs in the parlour. Alternatively, some children would be boarded out with extended families that had fewer children or some may have already left home to serve as apprentices or as domestic servants.
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32. Typical interior of an agricultural labourers’ cottage.

Bedrooms usually had no heating so in winter months it was not unusual for ice to form on the inside of the windows adding to the damp atmosphere. The only form of heating would have been a centrally located fireplace downstairs. If fires were kept going over night then a degree of heat may have permeated through the chimney breast to the first-floor level.

A steep staircase virtually like a ladder would lead from the kitchen/parlour on the ground floor and directly into one of the bedrooms. At ground floor level there were two rooms. The one at the rear was a store for earthenware pots, husbandry tools, wood or fuel for the fire and perhaps with a chair where the labourer would sit to mend his tools or repair his boots. The front room (parlour) was where the family lived. They would cook over the range part of the fire, prepare and eat meals, wash, enjoy family games and other leisure activities (many a sampler had been made in such rooms), and discuss the happenings of the day.

Very few cottages would have running water so this had to be fetched from a nearby well. Rainwater for washing etc was collected in an old barrel outside the back door.

Cottages very often had their own wall ovens but in the older cottages where no oven was provided there was a communal facility with a separate bake house serving two or three cottages. However, in most cases cooking had to be done over the open fire in the living room. Without an oven there was no way that the Sunday meat could be cooked so children would often walk to the local bakers where cooking time had been booked by the wife earlier in the week. He would make a small charge of about 1d for cooking the meat, usually at the same time he cooked pastries and bread.

Whether a cottage had a fire or oven, fuel was usually a problem particularly in areas where wood was scarce. Coal was not readily available and was often too expensive anyway. To some extent the coming of the railways made significant inroads into that.

Water was more of a problem because many parishes perhaps only had one or two pumps or wells. In some areas, estate owners ferried water to their tenants in churns once or twice a week. The water was then stored in earthenware pots in the pantry.

Most cottages also had a small allotment attached, or at least a garden, where the agricultural labourer could grow his own vegetables and perhaps rear a pig or two. 

Pigs were an important dietary element to both the labourer and to some extent the farmer. The slaughter of a pig was often done by an itinerant travelling slaughterer who would regularly visit rural communities to stick and kill the pigs. Nothing from the pig was wasted. Blood was used to make black pudding, the head made brawn, trotters were boiled, the insides were used for sausages and the hams were cured for the Sunday roast.

In some cases, allotments would extend to around ½ of an acre. The labourer and his older sons would tend to the garden before going to work, when they returned in the evening and also after church on Sunday. At the bottom of the garden was the privy, an open cesspit with a wooden box seat above. Once a week the ritual of emptying the pit was performed, a large ladle like tool was used to scoop out the waste matter which included bedroom slops and waste water and this was poured into a pre-prepared trench within the garden. The trench was then filled in and sometime later the labourer could grow magnificent turnips, onions and other vegetables! In some locations there was one privy for two or three cottages.

As cottages, particularly tied cottages, were usually inadequate in size and sanitation, steps were taken over the years to make them more acceptable. In an endeavour to improve the life of the agricultural labourer, Alfred Austin, an assistant Poor Law Commissioner, visited many cottages nationwide as part of his enquiry in 1843. He stated: 

‘Everywhere the cottages were old and frequently in a state of decay, and consequently ill-adapted for the increases in family numbers. The floor of the room in which the family live is usually of stone or brick, damp and usually below the level of the outside soil so rainwater will penetrate. Behind the cottages are pig sty’s, privies etc. where matter can also escape’. 

In the 1870s there was another commission set up under the leadership of E B Portman. He and his fellow commissioner spent around three years travelling around the countryside and meeting with farmers and farm workers as well as communicating with the pillars of society such as local vicars on the ‘cottage question’. They found that many of the recommendations of the earlier commissions had not been implemented but generally the condition in cottages improved as they travelled north.

In 1872, The Spectator carried the following letter from ‘A radical landlord’:

‘The case stands thus. Men are necessary to the farmer for the cultivation of his land. It follows that a landlord is as much bound to provide cottages as he is to provide a dwelling-house for the farmer and barns for the crops; and the cottages thus provided are as essentially and strictly an appendage to the farm to which they are allotted as any other part of the premises. From this point of view, it is clearly fair to place under the control of the farmer the cottages required by the men he employs. Would it not be absurd to expect Mr. A. to supply stables or waggon-house for the use of Mr. B.’s tenant? And yet in what respect does this differ from the proposition that the labourers working for Mr. B.’s tenant should live in cottages provided by Mr. A. for his own farms?

The position I have assigned to him would involve the labourer in no hardship, provided the following conditions were observed

The landlord’s obligation to provide proper cottage accommodation should be generally admitted and acted upon. The labourer on changing service would then merely move from one cottage to another. 

The farmer should not be put in possession of more cottages than are necessary for the men required for his farm. The rest would be retained by the landlord in his own hands for the use of those whom age or the nature of their occupation, or some other circumstance disqualified or disinclined for permanent work, but whose comfort and independence might be interfered with if they held under the farmer. 

The engagement between farmer and labourer should be of a more permanent nature than is now common. Supposing a six months’ notice to be necessary on either side, the farmer could not be suddenly deprived of his servant, or the labourer of his home. I would commend this last point to the consideration of Agricultural Unions.’

There was a long uphill battle to improve the condition of cottages. Even as a result of legislation, supposedly to improve sanitation, some improvements did not occur until well into the 20th century.
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33. Plan of proposed improved labourers’ cottage.

Even in the 1920s the Agricultural Labourers Union investigated the cottage conditions of farm workers and invited the women folk to contribute an essay about their cottages. Little seems to have changed since the mid-1800s as the following is taken from the winning entry:

‘The house consists of two rooms. Some of the stone walls project so furniture cannot be placed against the walls. The floor boards have shrunk so there are gaps which give a ‘howling draught’. The grate is forever loose. Now for the parlour - at the door there is a hole in the wooden floor. There are only two small windows which are ill-fitting and no fireplace. We have to carry our water about 100 yards from a small well which often dries up. We have a barrel to collect rainwater from the gutter which we use for washing. The closet is just a wooden hut which has been known to blow over on a very windy day. We sometimes have to deal with a rat infestation but luckily not very often.’

I have memories of visiting, as a child in the 1950s, relations who lived in a tied cottage and at the time they had an outside chemical toilet in a wooden shed at the end of the rear yard, a pump in the garden shared with others for their water supply and still had gas lighting to the ground floor only. I don’t think they had lighting upstairs. They did however, have a fairly large range in the kitchen on which to cook and which also provided the heat. They certainly had to use a tin bath in front of the living room fire. 

Over the years the degree of improvement depended upon the type of community that the labourers lived in. In broad terms these were either open or closed. In a closed community, residents were usually those who were established in employment over a number of years and the community was controlled by a select few landowners. In some areas there was only one. In many cases the standard of cottage accommodation was better in the closed community than in the open. The open parish was the opposite with a number of landowners and also tenants who were perhaps employed on an annual basis meaning greater mobility, less permanent residents and usually poorer maintained accommodation. This often resulted in farm workers not residing in the same parish in which they worked.

Some of the biggest and wealthiest landowners had a fine record of providing good accommodation on their estates but in most villages the condition of cottages varied significantly. In 1839 the then Duke of Bedford built a series of ‘model cottages’. Most were of a distinctive design, built in rows and on the periphery of the estate. They contained what were then modern appointments and usually a good amount of garden. Such cottages are recognised today by their distinctive and uniform designs. 

In Wimborne, Dorset, the Earl of Shaftsbury, according to The Times newspaper of the late 1830s, provided each of his cottages with an apricot tree, a pump (for water), separate sanitary arrangements, a pigsty and a quarter acre allotment. Each cottage cost the labourer 1s.0d. per week in rent - what luxury!

Because of the small size of rooms and the large numbers in families, most farm labourers had few possessions, maybe a pair of fire bellows, a toby jug, china ornaments (one of Queen Victoria became very popular in the 1870s to 1880s and is today a valuable collectors’ item), brass warming pan, pewter pots, trivets or horse brasses which had been awarded in local ploughing competitions. Many domestic items were handed down and in some cases utensils and pans were used which were no longer needed in grander houses. Furniture was basic, often thrown together from scrap material or a treasured possession handed down through the generations, as can be verified from inventories attached to wills. Agricultural labourers did occasionally leave wills!


Cottage gardens or allotments?

In the Middle Ages villagers shared pieces of open land around the village to eke out an existence. However, the rise in population and changes in agricultural practice gradually led to land enclosure which occurred principally in the 18th and 19th centuries. Apart from housing, allotments were considered as a means of providing low paid agricultural labourers with a benefit over and above their employment.

In 1908 the Small Holdings and Allotments Act came into force, requiring local authorities to provide allotments according to demand. However, it wasn’t until the end of the First World War that land was made available to all, particularly the assisting of service men returning from war not just for the labouring poor. The rights of allotment holders were strengthened through the Allotments Acts of 1922 and 1925.

Some of the landed gentry, often backed by local clergymen, began to set up a movement to provide allotments for the poor and unemployed agricultural labourers, ultimately lobbying for legislation. It was not until the middle of the 19th century that progress was achieved when changes in local government organisation and political lobbying resulted in allotment legislation.

Many landowners were persuaded to provide allotments but there were still a significant number against such provision. They thought that allotments would weaken their bargaining position with their labourers who they thought would be less hard-working because they needed to work on their own allotments. Some even thought that the overtime needed at harvest would be adversely affected. Perhaps over-riding motives meant that increasing the status of the labourer by such provision would have an adverse effect on their own status. Their opposition to allotments resulted initially in reluctance to make land available and in some cases a refusal to hire labourers who had allotments. Opposition was high amongst the farmers of East Anglia but those in Kent tended to favour allotments. 

Life was getting progressively harder for the rural labourer because wages were being reduced as there was a surplus of labour as soldiers returned from the Napoleonic Wars and mechanisation of farming processes was taking hold. The Labourer’s Friend Society was formed in 1832 by Benjamin Wills, a London surgeon which promoted the acquisition of small plots of land at reasonable rents for use as allotments. The vision was that they were a means of improving self-respect, moral responsibility and independence among the poor. The scheme was supported by Duke of Bedford, Duke of Shrewsbury and the Bishops of Bath and Gloucester. In 1833 the Society began publishing a monthly newspaper aimed at a readership amongst both landowners and clergymen and even some of the elected MPs subscribed to it. Travelling agents were also employed across the country and helped to form many of the local branches.

By 1873 it is estimated that there were 243,000 allotments with an average size of ¼ acre, and that one in three agricultural labourers now had a plot. Rents for allotments had sometimes been greater than rents for farm land, Allotment rents in Bedfordshire in the mid-Victorian era period from 3d. to 6d. per rod, (£1-£2 per ¼ acre) whereas a labourer’s weekly wage was between 10s. and 12s. on average.

The General Enclosure Act of 1845 allowed the development of a field garden for the use of the poor once the enclosure of land in the parish had occurred. The decision on attributing land for allotments was that of the Enclosure Commissioners but the proportion of land so allowed was small in comparison to the total amount of land enclosed.

The Return of Allotments and Small Holdings of 1890 suggested that the counties of Bedfordshire, Buckinghamshire, Leicestershire, Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire, Oxfordshire, Warwickshire and Wiltshire had the greatest number of allotments. The only regulation relating to the cultivation of crops on an allotment was that they had to be cultivated by hand ‘spade husbandry’. Garden crops and corn were most grown but some fruit was grown. In some areas there were charity allotments very often attached to a parish charity and usually administered by the church rather than individual landowners.

In many cases allotment holders grew more than they needed and there was a difficulty in disposing of the excess produce but it was helped by the fact that smallholders in the same village were quite happy to include surplus produce with their sales to help the allotment holder. In some cases, allotment holders chose to stay rather than migrate because the supplements from growing their own produce outweighed the additional wages they may have earned in the towns.

There were printed rules for the use of allotments for the use of labourers and in Bedfordshire one of the most comprehensive set related to the parish of Harlington (BLARS ref x21/510). The rules were not dated but believed to be around 1835. 

They included the following rules:

• Rent to be paid on 1 April and 1 October each year.
• No occupier will be suffered to re-let his allotment.
• Only person belonging to the parish will work the allotments.
• No occupier will be allowed to plough his land but be required to cultivate it solely by spade husbandry.
• If any occupier neglects the cultivation of his land then he shall not be permitted to hold it after the current year.

There were also regulations on the general husbandry of the allotment and how to handle produce therefrom.

Many areas formed allotment clubs which had the purpose of promoting self-sufficiency amongst the holders. It was quite a common occurrence for allotment holders to take an active role in the organisation and running of the local clubs. Many of these have developed into horticultural societies, gardening clubs etc. and their records sit within local record offices. The earliest known records exist from 1850 for the Barton upon Humber Allotment Society. Most records relate to 20th century events.

The outbreak of the First World War in the summer months of 1914 had surprisingly little effect initially on the provision of allotments. Not a great deal happened in 1915 either, except for inspections of possible areas of land that could be used. The Board of Agriculture gradually began to lobby for areas to produce as much food as possible in the following year, and some urban areas did respond to this call, most notably Croydon and Stafford. 

It was towards the end of 1916 that action finally took hold when Lloyd George became Prime Minister at the head of a coalition government. In line with the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) which had been passed in 1914, the Cultivation of Lands order was passed whereby any unoccupied land could be secured by the Board of Agriculture (BoA). Despite the reticence of some authorities to toe the line, notably London County Council, a wave of ‘allotmentitis’ swept the country in early 1917. Model plots were set up in various places, such as Kensington Gardens, to help new gardeners. Railway land was used, and some incredibly unpromising land was cultivated; there was a site in Battersea where they went down 10 feet before they came across soil. In 1918, the final year of the war, it is estimated that there were 1.5 million plots, and demand, fuelled by rises in vegetable prices, continued into 1919 with around 7,000 new applications per week. 

Inevitably, the end of the war saw attempts to reclaim land that had been set aside under DORA. London County Council withdrew areas in parks and gardens at the end of the 1919 growing season. Although the BoA fought to retain as much land as possible in the short term, it gradually seeped away in the early 1920s. The acquisition of land for allotment expansion became more difficult. As well as development pressures, there was now a requirement for recreation grounds to satisfy the growing interest in sport.

By the outbreak of the Second World War England and Wales had around 740,000 allotments many under the control of the agricultural labourer who, in some cases had migrated to the more urban areas whilst still working the land. During the war the government launched the Dig for Victory campaign in order to encourage all to grow their own food. The success of the campaign was attributed to the Quakers working with the Allotment Gardens for The Unemployed Scheme. By the end of 1942, there were around 1,400,000 plots and many more home gardens being cultivated.


Education

From the late 1700s Sunday Schools were often the only source for education of the children of agricultural labourers. The Bible was used as the text book to teach literacy. 

Alongside Sunday schools, individuals, many of whom were local landowners, who believed in education for all, began to establish voluntary schools which operated during the week. Most of these were financed by the landowners or by charitable contributions and only closed villages or some of the more affluent rural areas supported such schools. In 1812 The National Society for the Education of the Poor using the principles of the established Church began to take over the schools set up by religious and parish charities. The nonconformist movement counteracted this by setting up The British & Foreign School Society which controlled the non- denominational schools.

Alongside Sunday Schools the establishment of Evening Schools had a large impact with many of the open villages establishing some sort of school which the children attended when they finished work at about 6pm in the evening. It was through these that children progressed their education and learned more than just literacy. Teachers were often those who taught at Sunday school but the new schools began to attract professional teachers, usually single young adult girls. Most rural working-class families took the view that their children were much more valuable contributing to the overall family income by working at cottage industries such as straw plaiting or lace making, than in gaining a formal education and this attitude continued even after the law made education compulsory.

There were moves as early as 1830 for the establishment of schools in rural communities. In many closed villages the gentry provided a school for the children of agricultural labourers in their employ as a ‘perk’ although the labourer still had to pay the fee! However, the establishment of such estate schools was also hindered considerably by the concept of children contributing to the income of the family be it as child farm labourers or by involvement in the cottage industries. Children employed in cottage industry became very adept at their art which, on a regional basis, supplemented main incomes. This philosophy hindered attendance particularly of girls at school and also contributed significantly to the continuing illiteracy among females in rural areas.

Some literacy was achieved through Sunday School attendance or by the limited schooling that they had. Some were taught by older siblings and when children worked to supplement the family income by attending plait schools, they were sometimes taught the basic rudiments of reading and writing as part of their ‘school day’. Many children could only just about manage to write their names so a signature on a marriage entry in a parish register did not necessarily mean they were literate.

When education and school attendance was made compulsory under the Education Act of 1880 and parish schools were established there was a different mood amongst the labouring community. Before 1870 when the first Education Act was introduced there was a division among the attitude of labourers to the education of their children. They either supported it and did all within their power to allow their children to attend or they still considered income more important and were generally indifferent to the schooling of their children. Once compulsory education commenced and was coupled with the ‘new working- class ethic’, many began to see the importance of an education in the hope that their children would find better jobs as a result. However, the reality was that most labourers still pulled their children from school to help on the land and supplement the family income.

The school fees were about 2d. per week per child. The parents also had to provide a mid-day meal, usually a couple of pieces of bread. Originally, schools were provided by the church (often by the nonconformist societies) or as we have seen by wealthy landowners of the local community. They were fairly austere places, one room with bare whitewashed walls, a few nails as coat hooks and panelled rows of desks at which the children sat. All the children between the ages of six and twelve were in one class, although many had left by that age. It was a daily occurrence to receive excuses for non-attendance and comments on this can be found in most school log books and registers. The day normally started with a passage from the Bible, marking the register and perhaps a familiar song or nursery rhyme. Lessons were basic reading, writing and arithmetic using repetitive learning methods. For the older children they also began to learn history and geography and sometimes even basic science! There were often practical classes as well; for the girls knitting, sewing and embroidery and for the boys drawing or woodwork.

School organisation relied upon the school mistress taking the older children, and pupil teachers and monitors teaching the younger children.

The local incumbent usually visited on a regular basis as most schools were connected to the church. Where a school was ran by a dissenting group the pastor assumed that role. Inspectors also called regularly and the school was usually forewarned of an impending visit so that the children would all be there clean and tidy. The inspector’s role was to examine the children in a number of different education standards. Very often the children would be tested in pairs. The younger children would stand back to back to avoid cheating and would have to write, work out sums or read passages to the inspector. The older children usually had their tests sitting at their desks and rather than using slates, used ink, pen and paper.

From 1862 there were standards laid down relating to the levels of achievement expected of each class throughout the schools. Besides attempting to improve the education of children they also had the effect of improving teaching quality. A typical set of standards were:

Standard 1 - The lowest level
Reading - Narrative in monosyllables.
Writing - Formed on a slate from dictation letters, capitals and small manuscript.
Arithmetic - Formed on a slate from dictation figures from 1 to 20, name at sight those figures and add and subtract up to 10 orally from examples on the teacher’s blackboard.

Standard 6 - The highest level
Reading - A short paragraph taken from a newspaper or other modern narrative.
Writing - A short ordinary paragraph in a modern narrative dictated once, a few words at a time.
Arithmetic - A sum in practice bills.

In later years changes were also made to include standards in grammar, history and geography.
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34. School standards in education record.

When education became compulsory in 1880, according to the Newcastle Commission Report fewer than one tenth of children in rural areas were going to school in 1858. In the 19th century mothers had to work and could not supervise their children. It was generally believed that if children were at work they did not get into trouble or in with the wrong crowd. Children may have learned useful skills to enable some to serve formal apprenticeships which usually cost their parents money. Others were sometimes forced into parish apprenticeships with or without parental approval. Building new schools and making sure that all children attended ultimately reduced child labour. Education also helped to provide children with prospects for better jobs. Nevertheless, it was still apparent that attendance was erratic in most rural communities.

The Education Act of 1870 aimed to make schools available to a wider range of people by ensuring that schools were set up at the expense of ratepayers and managed by locally elected school boards. Compulsory school attendance however, meant that parents had to pay for their children to attend. To a farm labourer who might have earned only 10 shillings a week this could dent the income significantly. If the children failed to attend parents were fined or could be sent to prison if they defaulted. 

To help ease the burden on the labourer’s family, schools in rural areas often arranged the holidays around the times of peak periods in agricultural work, such as harvest or the planting season. Otherwise, as we have seen, there is plenty of evidence that families kept their children at home at these periods. 

Even with the passing of the Education Act in 1870 education took about a decade to become effective. School governing boards passed local by-laws making education compulsory up to the age of 13 years, but these again were flouted by many because of the necessity to contribute to the wages of the family. There are many case reports in Petty Session Court records of parents being fined for non-attendance of their children. Some of these were habitual and on occasions you may find a period of prison sentence imposed.

Up until 1891, education had to be paid for. Only after 1891 did most children attend, even then they were removed at times of harvest, feasts and other celebrations. Some excuses for absence taken from school log books included thinning turnips, minding house so parents can attend the May fair, ploughing matches, collecting and carrying bark and suffering from chilblains.


School and education records 

One of the most useful set of documents for family historians are the records generated by schools. Most agricultural labourers sent their children to school even before education was made compulsory. Attendance was of course very erratic depending upon what was happening in the locality. It was essential, even after compulsory education was introduced for all children, who were capable of contributing to the family income, to do so as and when it became necessary. Children were taken out of school for various reasons such as helping in the fields, attendance at fairs and markets, illness, because they moved on or in some circumstances died.


Admission registers

Each school, irrespective of whether it was a Dame School, Ragged School, an established private school or one administered by a religious organisation kept admission registers. They were not always as complete as they could be but they were useful to identify children and by the same token other family members. The information they contained was:

• Date of admission
• Name of child
• Date of birth or age
• Parent or Guardian - (name and sometimes occupation)
• Address
• Information on previous school if any
• Date and reason for leaving - (not always completed)

As admission and intake was not governed by school terms like today, the fact that they are chronological means that it is necessary as part of your research to read through them. It is possible that in the early periods before 1880 when education became compulsory that not all the children would have been admitted. It seems that more girls were educated than boys for which the reason seems fairly obvious.

The deposit of school admission registers is not always complete and some village schools may still keep the registers themselves. Many will have been deposited in the county record offices


School log books

Of perhaps more worth than admission registers were the school log books, provided they have been well kept. Most exist from about 1870 onwards but there are some earlier ones and also some which did not commence until much later, sometimes into the early 1900s. Some may record very basic information which is of little use to the family historian, such as what the weather was like or vague detail on progress but others will contain absolute goldmines of information about local happenings and also the progress of individual pupils. There were no set rules relating to the information recorded or to their format, although most take the form of handwritten diaries normally completed by the school mistress.

Attendance numbers were usually noted along with details of events causing absentees, be it an outbreak of smallpox or other epidemic disease in the village, the harvest or a Plough Monday fair.

The names of those pupils who were made monitors or pupil teachers are shown. Information about the curriculum and what songs were learned by the children is shown. Records of visits from the local clergy or benefactor are usually recorded in some detail. Newly appointed teachers and schoolmistresses are shown at which time the style and content of the entries may alter.

Pupils who were expelled or punished are also reported. Often pupils who did not want to be at school made up excuses for wanting to be sent home or for non-attendance and when and if they were found out were usually excluded even if it was for a short time only.
[image: ]
35. Extract from a school log book about punishments.

Pupils who left to move to a new village with their family were shown together with the date of leaving, which ought to have been recorded in the admission register but was not always. If you are lucky, the entry will provide the name of the village to which the family was moving, thus giving that vital clue on migration and enabling the pupil to be located in the new village school admission registers.
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36. Letters to school stating intention to leave at age 14 years.

Details were often recorded on subjects taught and how receptive pupils were to that subject. Recipients of the annual prize giving are noted and the reports of the Inspectors are also included with their comments on how progressive the school was.

Log books provide an excellent insight into the life of the community and possibly explain why some children of an agricultural labourer could read and write and perhaps go on to earn a living in jobs not associated with the land whereas others remained illiterate

Log books, where they survive, are normally deposited in the county record office although they may have been retained by the school or local education authority.


Religious influences

As we have already seen, without religion, our research would be almost impossible, particularly where our ancestors came from the rural community. As most of us are only too aware, the records of the various denominations play a very significant role in basic research. So did church activity within any rural community. The importance of religion, particularly in the Victorian period, was paramount no matter what social class our ancestors were. Many families in rural communities practised nonconformist religions, whose congregations often had members in equal numbers or greater to that of the local Anglican church. This included those who became Independent Protestants.

However, the influence of the local vicar or rector on the day to day lives of the rural population was well established right from an early age throughout the Victorian period. Besides their ecclesiastical duties their influence was also felt in education, charities and even in the judicial system. It was not unusual for a local vicar to also be a Justice of the Peace. In some areas the local squire and vicar were related or close because of similar upbringing or marriage. The extent of that influence depended upon the type of living held which meant that often the clergy did not reside in the parish. In such cases there was an open door for disquiet amongst Anglicans and thus the growth of nonconformity.

Before the 1834 New Poor Law it was the established church which administered poor relief and although it did not control this important facet thereafter, still preached the morals on which society was based. The church’s involvement in relief of the poor was still prominent as the incumbent and churchwarden were often members of the Union Board of Guardians. 

In 1851 a census was taken to try and establish people’s religious affiliations but because it was not well organised it did not provide satisfactory conclusions. It seems that the questions asked of the Anglican community were not as detailed as those asked of the nonconformist community. This was the Ecclesiastical Census of 1851 which, despite restrictions should not be ignored as part of your research analysis.

Virtually every village was graced by a church, and hamlets were always associated with a parish although they may have been ‘detached’ or somewhat distant. The church was often the centre of activity within the village for most social classes. The church was well staffed with most parishes having more than one incumbent. Sometimes churches were not the centre around which the community lived, as they were built on private estates, frequented only by the gentry and their workers. Many were some distance from the main village residential areas. Many nonconformist chapels were built on fringes of towns or villages and often in fairly isolated rural locations thus frequently serving more than one community. The main reason for this was legislation preventing chapels and places of worship being built near to the parish churches.

One thing is for certain - the churches and chapels and their associated societies played a large role in educational initiatives and charities. Church of England schools in 1895 represented over 60% of elementary schools.

It has been known for labouring families to have a foot in both doors, attending both the Church of England and a nonconformist chapel. Many changed allegiances if they fell out with one church or chapel’s authorities and some were even caught up in the evangelical fervour of the time and moved between them at a whim. It was also noted in some areas that when the men joined the agricultural trade unions, their attendance at church stopped or reduced possibly because their leaders were often of nonconformist persuasion. There were of course, areas of the country which were and usually still are traditionally ‘chapel’.

For many, the great events of life were associated with the church. It was virtually unheard of not to have a child baptised. Even those who were not regular attendees at church went for the special occasions of baptism, marriage and burial. The children of agricultural labourers usually stuck to their religion and attendance at church a couple of times on the Sabbath, as well as Sunday school, was the norm. Those schools which were run by the Church of England virtually insisted that the pupils attend Sunday school and church services. There was a reward for attendance when the annual Sunday School outing took place at the seaside, or a picnic and treat with games was arranged. Many would receive a book as a prize for attendance. To most youngsters, who had little by way of pleasures, such a treat was an occasion to remember.

Controversy and competition amongst the various religions was strong throughout the 19th century and in some areas almost sectarian. When Joseph Arch died, the Church Times reported that it was regrettable that their clergy lost a great opportunity, as they won many labourers to the church but they alienated their struggling parishioners because they, as a body, tended to side themselves more with the gentry and landowners than the majority of their parishioners.

The result was the growing feeling against the established church and the perception that it supported those in power and authority. Local ministers were often Magistrates and for these reasons many agricultural labourers turned away from the Church of England and flocked to the dissenting religions which, in general terms, promoted a more even lifestyle. Unfortunately, in some cases it split families and led to many religious disturbances particularly in the 1850s.

Whilst it seems logical that many members of a rural community would follow the Anglican religion this was far from true in some areas and your research would have shortcomings without considering nonconformity. It was considered that about half the church-going population in rural locations were dissenters. In the Midlands, North East England and Wales this figure was more than half. Where nonconformity predominated in a rural community there is also a suggestion that education levels, particularly attendance, was much higher. In my own county of Bedfordshire, the 1851 religious census indicates that 42,557 people were attending Anglican churches whereas 45,257 were attending nonconformist chapels (excluding Catholics and Jews).

The influence of the spread of nonconformity in many villages was through the allegiance of the local landowner/s as many of their employees followed their lead. This was very true where, for example, a girl of a labouring family was employed by the landowner as a domestic servant. She then frequently influenced the rest of her family to dissent.

The records of Anglican and nonconformist religious denominations are described in chapter two.


Social life

For the average labouring family, social life was almost non-existent because of long working hours. Very often families also could not afford to socialise and many had to make their own entertainment or perhaps restrict social activity to a few times a year. 

No one really knows whether the labourer and his family were happy because their material conditions were almost non-existent. In fact, sometimes their day to day living was harsh and barren. Many of the English lacked a sense of identity and practised few traditions.

Average villages had small friendly societies and local charities which provided some organised activity. There was some dispute as to whether the friendly society was supposed to be a mutual benefit facility or a social club. Village festivals and local feasts were usually under pressure not to allow the working class to enjoy themselves too much and many adults were even oppressed and treated like juveniles.

Children particularly had to make their own amusement playing games such as hopscotch or leapfrog. If they were lucky someone made them a seesaw from old timber lying around the farmyard. They had few toys. A local thatcher may have given them a corn dolly or a rag doll that had been home made.

By early evening the average village was often deserted in winter months but during the summer the village green was often the centre of activity with cricket matches, and a few children playing and making their own amusement.

The centre of social activity was usually the village pub with its paraffin lamps, wood inglenook fire and the sing-song. Within the pub you were able to read the newspaper or listen to others reading aloud from them. You could also pay a penny to hear someone tell tales of what was happening in the wider world. Penny-readers, who were travellers, would stop by to read from the classics. Pub games were also played; dominoes, skittles and darts although gambling laws introduced in the 1870s curtailed the ‘sport’ of playing such games. Licensing laws also meant that by 10pm the pubs were closed although they were allowed to open early in the morning.

Saturdays was the most popular night at the pub because many had a visit from a ballad singer or travelling musician who would entertain and try and raise money by selling copies of his songs.


Friendly societies and guilds

Friendly Societies have been in existence for centuries and can be traced back as early as Roman times. They were established on the simple premise that if a group of people contributed to a mutual fund, then they could receive benefits in time of need. Prior to the establishment of the welfare state they were the only way an agricultural labourer received help in times of ill health, or old age. In the days when having little income normally meant drawing on the poor law funds or succumbing to the workhouse existence the importance of Friendly Societies to their members and the tremendous social services they provided was paramount. When researching an agricultural labourer such organisations as the Yeoman, Tradesmen and Agricultural Labourers Friendly Society would be a good starting point. Their records cover the period 1826-1946 and include information on emigrants.

The pub was usually the meeting place of the local friendly or benefit society. Perhaps on a Friday evening once a month, the committee which consisted of local labourers would meet. They would display their banner, sit round a table and discus their formal business. Subscriptions would be collected from members but in many cases the growth was declining as older members died and younger labourers were not joining. With the advent of major societies like the Ancient Order of Foresters, (a national society with branches all over the country), younger labourers were joining these instead of supporting the local societies.

The main social event of the year was the annual dinner organised by the friendly society and subsidised partly from society funds. The day of the dinner commenced in the morning with all the members gathering outside the pub and with a couple of people playing musical instruments they would march around the district cajoling the landed gentry to part with their money ‘by way of subscription’ to the society’s dinner. In the afternoon there was usually a fete or small fair on the village green prior to the main event in the evening.

From as early as the 14th and 15th centuries many villages also had ‘Guilds’, which were the forerunners of Friendly Societies. They were based in churches, to provide ordinary people with small benefits for funerals, disability and sickness. The Guilds were mainly male dominated and many held events on Saints days. The profits of the events were used to help subsidise the Guild finances for the forthcoming year. Many guilds used the church for meetings and there is evidence to suggest that some were even convened in the church porch. Many Guilds also adopted the Patron Saint of the local parish church in their name. Chapels and the charity hospitals also had rooms which were hired out and it is thought that these, in some areas, were the forerunners of alms houses and poorhouses.

One of the most important roles of the early Guilds was that of the burial of the dead. This was particularly important in rural communities as those who subscribed to the Guilds could give their deceased family member a decent funeral. In most instances the pall and uniform for funerals was owned by the Guild. The pall had to be long because if it was not it indicated that the deceased had been murdered. All mourners wore black gloves and guild members were fined if they did not attend a funeral. Ostrich feathers worn on hats were black unless it was a child funeral when they were usually white. Feathers were usually blackened using soot which proved difficult in wet weather. Women were normally excluded from funerals because of their weeping and wailing. It should be stressed however, that many rural funerals took place without Guild involvement and were not as ceremonial as Guild funerals would be.

The Friendly Societies Act of 1793 attempted to license friendly societies. Initially it was considered unworkable as legislation but served to make sure the societies published constitutions and fostered loyalty amongst its members. Many of these records survive as a valuable research resource. Several later acts refined the registration process and by the late 19th century Britain had around 30,000 registered friendly societies, many of which were rural societies with perhaps only 30 or 40 members. People had joined Friendly Societies in large numbers and they most were established in both the small villages and in the smaller rural towns. By the late 1800s there was in the order of 27,000 registered rural based Friendly Societies.

Cow societies, where a rural worker’s cow was insured for a year and burial societies which provided funeral grants were amongst the most common in rural parishes. On the down side many such societies failed because of problems in setting benefits at a sustainable rate and recruiting enough new members to keep the society going.

Shepherds however, were distinctive within the friendly society movement of the nineteenth century. The Royal Shepherd Sanctuary Benefit Society was a sickness and benefit society very similar to all the others but emphasising, as would be expected, pastoral aspects of mutuality that could be exercised for and by members of any of their lodges. 

As with all Societies the generic term ‘Friendly Society’ included several organisations including occupation specific and also locality-based organisations. In the early 19th century the Royal Shepherd Sanctuary Benefit Society was established in Yorkshire. In 1826 an ‘Ashton Unity’ began to spread from Ashton-Under-Lyne near Manchester and had soon established branches country-wide but in Scotland their lodges existed alongside those of a kindred organisation, the Ancient Order of Shepherds.

From around the turn of the nineteenth century properly constituted women’s societies became established attracting many women from agricultural labourer families or widows of labourers. Members paid an average of sixpence a week and would be paid benefits for childbirth, sickness, funeral and husband’s death. This covered four weeks’ confinement before birth, and four weeks after birth. Women did not usually go out for 4 weeks following a birth and they were then required to go to church for a cleansing service which was normally part of the child baptism ceremony referred to usually as ‘churching of the woman’. A monthly nurse looked after women during confinement. Childbirth death was common. Some records from women’s societies have survived and show that benefits were 16 shillings for childbirth, 3 shillings a week for sickness and a guinea for a funeral.

Records of the Bedfordshire society for 1832 show that 36% of children did not survive so women’s societies created boxes of baby clothes to lend to expectant mothers and if the baby survived then the box of clothes would be washed and returned to the society and the mother would be given 16 shillings. If the baby died then the mother would be given 16 shillings for the funeral.

In many cases the men’s guilds/societies were not properly organised until the 1820s. They were run from local pubs where the publican would be responsible for looking after the money and keeping records. It seems that men’s societies in rural areas always had financial problems and eventually they worked together with the women’s societies. However, the women continued to have their own Lying In Societies. 

Looking at examples from my own research there was a time, around the mid-late 1800s, when practically every village in Buckinghamshire and perhaps in the other counties of England had a friendly society and several villages had more than one. The earliest societies have links with the Restoration. The oak tree, apple and leaf became their symbols commemorating the hiding in the oak tree of King Charles II. An annual feast was commonplace and the celebrations focused on the Whitsuntide and the end of May in particular commemorating his ascension to the throne. Members of these societies paid a subscription to their treasurer who invested it at a local bank. Times were very hard and money short so the security of one’s family was paramount. These ‘self-help groups’ provided a level of benefit if a member fell ill or was injured. In the case of death, money was paid to the widow to help support her children.
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37. The rule book for the Tebworth Friendly Society - Chalgrave parish archive.

The first such society in Padbury (Buckinghamshire) was the Padbury and Hillesden Friendly Society. It was established in 1836 by Reverend William Eyre, Vicar of Padbury and Perpetual Curate of Hillesden, and it met at The White Horse pub where a dedicated clubroom had been made available. In 1856 the membership had grown so much that they agreed to dissolve the society and form two new ones. The Padbury Friendly Society and The Hillesden Friendly Society. The Padbury club continued to meet at The White Horse to transact financial matters such as subscription payments and enjoy the Feast until the pub closed. Padbury’s past two societies were registered and had to declare their assets annually. In 1899 Padbury Friendly Society could no longer cover their liabilities and they were forced to dissolve.

Some Societies had various divisions. I found one of my ancestors who resided in Turvey, Bedfordshire belonged to the Turvey Friendly Society founded in 1808 which was split into three separate divisions, one for men, one for women and one for children.

The men’s club was further divided into two classes with slightly different subscription and payment levels. The members of one paid one shilling and the other one shilling and four pence monthly and they received six shillings and eight shillings respectively each week in sickness benefit. The club for women was for those 17 to 35 years of age only. Their monthly subscription was one shilling or one shilling and eight pence depending upon which option the members chose. The benefit paid was six shillings per week to the higher subscriber and four shillings per week to the lower subscriber. The children’s division was for 7 to 16 years old children of either sex. The children paid a penny per month; and received 1s.6d. per week in sickness benefit. All the rates were less than a wage which could have been earned but nevertheless it was deemed sufficient to sustain an individual or family.

In many locations, those who had a talent for music often formed a brass band, particularly through the auspices of the local benefit society as they would head the annual parade. On a more sombre note there would often be a visiting missionary with stories of his work in far off lands or some local dignitary giving political speeches. In later years, travelling lantern slide shows would also visit - a forerunner to the cinema.

Communal activities played a very important role in the social activities of any rural community. There were many traditional festivities, seasonally based. Many were informal such as staging impromptu dances outside the village smithy or engaging in games of strength for a prize. Extreme local traditions in the form of so-called practical jokes were played on the older people by the younger men and girls. It was not unusual for a pig to be tarred and let loose in someone’s garden so that the person who attempted to catch it got covered in the tar, as became a tradition in Westrigg in the Cheviots.

Many villages held May Day celebrations when May Queens were chosen and dancing around the maypole became an annual tradition. On May Day, villagers cut down young trees and put them in the ground usually on the village green to mark the arrival of summer. Villagers danced around them in celebration of the end of winter and the start of the fine weather that would allow crop planting to begin. The May Day festivities all but vanished following the Civil War. Maypole dancing was thought of by the Puritans as ‘heathen vanity generally abused to superstition and wickedness’ and Parliament passed legislation which saw the demise of village maypoles throughout the country. Dancing returned to village greens at the time of the Restoration.

Activities associated with the seasons of the agricultural year also took place. Molly dancing was a tradition around the Huntingdonshire area around Christmas time. The dancers would dress in the most outlandish costumes possible and a fiddler would accompany them as they went from house to house ‘collecting’ either money or in many cases, a cake, a biscuit or drink (homemade wine or beer).

There were also traditions like ‘Plough Monday’. Many children were kept away from school on this day which later became a public holiday. Plough Monday was traditionally the first Monday after twelfth night, so was in early January. It had its origins in eastern England from the middle ages and was later marked by the agricultural labourers, usually the younger ones, again dressing in fancy dress and pushing a plough around the village begging for money, food or drink. Many villagers were unfortunately uncooperative and considered this a ‘game’ which had no place for them in the then modern society. They considered the festivities were just excuses for rowdiness and a good time.

In medieval times it was a common occurrence for ploughs to be blessed at church on Plough Sunday. Plough Monday plays were also popular in parts of Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire and the East Midlands. They were similar to that of Christmas Mummers Plays in that they were performed by young men and included some of the same story elements, such as the death and resurrection of one of the characters.

Many regional variations and traditions existed within rural communities that extended into the market towns and neighbourhood centres, not least of which were the hiring fairs, which had both a social and serious side impacting on the lives of virtually all of our labouring ancestors. They determined their employment, played a role in who they married and also the extent that they heard news of national and local events.

Records of the Friendly Societies consist mainly of membership records held locally. They include registers of members, admission books, minute books of the various committees and branches, account books and ledgers, membership directories, details of expulsions, applications for relief etc. They form a valuable resource when putting the flesh on the bones of an agricultural labourers’ life. However, the name of the organisation did not necessarily indicate the occupation of its members. 

By law, society rulebooks had to be submitted to the Registrar of Friendly Societies. Early rule books were also sometimes submitted to the Quarter Sessions. The annual reports produced by the Registrar of Friendly Societies from 1852 can be searched at the Parliamentary Archives. From the late 17th century many societies operated purely along fraternal social lines or as charitable institutions such as Freemasons and the Order of Buffaloes. 


Friendly and benefit society records

One of the most famous of friendly societies was the Friendly Society of Agricultural Labourers which was founded by the Tolpuddle Martyrs. It may even have been the first to have been formed in the country. This was in effect a covert trade union; a role in which such societies often became involved.

Sickness and unemployment regularly impoverished the agricultural labourer and his family. One of the solutions besides succumbing to poor relief was the use of the benefit societies. They have played an important role in the provision of medical and death payments and also for relief in times of unemployment. The principle was simple, pay in and receive a pay-out. Members also secured a stake in their local communities. Their heyday was in the Victorian period but they began to fall off rapidly with the introduction of the welfare state.

As there was also an educational, social and ceremonial side to many of the societies, insignia, banners and pole heads still exist in many rural life museums. All societies no matter how small had to have rule books which were filed with the Registrar of Friendly Societies. These are held in The National Archives at Kew in series T161.

Some societies started in a single village and rarely progressed beyond that. They were usually closed as they only allowed those who lived in that particular community to join. During the early 19th century they also pooled their resources thus allowing a degree of continuity to membership if members had to move area.

Membership numbers often fluctuated according to the level of agricultural wages which highlighted possible insecurity of some of the poorer members. The survival rate of records of the local branches or smaller societies is patchy. Where they do exist, there is a wealth of information in the records including:

• Minute books
• Accounts
• Rule books
• Lists of members
• Details of claims

One important aspect of membership which was not always apparent was that members were exempt from the requirements of legal settlement if they had the appropriate certificate from the benefit society to which they belonged, so if a settlement cannot be established in the parish chest it is worth looking at benefit society records to possibly locate ancestors.

Newspapers also carried reports of meetings in much the same way as they did for trade unions, so a wealth of information should be available in the local newspapers of the time.


County agricultural societies

Agricultural shows and societies are rich in their history and showcase the heritage of key elements of farming and rural life. Although they are today very much associated with the county shows which exist all around the country most have their origins in the late 1700 and early/mid 1800s where there is plenty of evidence of agricultural labourers participating in such aspects as ploughing matches, working with sheep and sheep dogs and even exhibiting cattle on behalf of the farmer by whom were employed. If your ancestor was a farmer it is more than probable that they would have been involved in the organisation of the shows themselves. 

The Royal Agricultural Society (granted a charter in 1840) was set up in 1838. The Museum of Rural Life holds much of their archive. The earliest known society was established in 1754.

At the beginning of the 19th century there was great interest in spreading new ideas about farming to meet the growing food requirements of a booming population. Records of the societies are held by local archives and include all manner of minutes, programmes, membership listings, ephemera etc. so are worth an investigation. For example, the Hertfordshire society records date from 1894 and are held by Hertfordshire Archives. Societies in some cases still hold their own archives and several have published histories.
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38. Certificate of merit for farm labourer service awarded by Agricultural Society.


The hiring fairs

Hiring Fairs were usually held in the autumn after the harvest and allowed servants and labourers to be hired from Michaelmas. Some were also held in spring centred around Lady Day. The annual agricultural labourers’ contracts usually expired on 29 September each year (11 October in the old calendar) but some local variations in expiry date exist. Michaelmas was also traditionally the day on which farms changed hands and debts were settled.

The fairs began in England after the Black Death as labour was scarce because so many had died and a paid system was replacing the old feudal/manorial system of land for labour. The first Statute of Labourers of 1351 prohibited the mass movement of labour but granted the right of any farm worker to offer himself for hire in the nearest market town on the day after Michaelmas Day (30 September). In 1677 another statute endorsed the yearly hire between the employer and the employee at these fairs, which were then often referred to as statute, or stattie, fairs.
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39. Notice of the Hiring Fair.

Men and women who sought employment wore tokens relating to their skills e.g. a cowman wore a cow’s hair, a carter wore a whipcord, a thatcher a tuft of woven straw and in the case of girls, who wanted to be hired as domestics, carried a mop or wore an apron. As soon as the person was hired the emblem was replaced by a ribbon or material indicating the hire had taken place. In some areas of the country, a second fair was held a couple of weeks later to give unsuccessful labourers or servants a second chance, if the person originally hired was not suitable. They would be back in the market place. These were affectionately known as ‘Runaway Mops’. Those involved spoke freely about the good and the bad employers. Farmers could choose their employees, and the servants could choose their employers. By the late 1870s typical hiring rates for specialist labourers were around £15 - £18 per year but lads were commanding around £7 - £10 per year.

After a man or woman had been hired their new employer would give them earnest money. In earlier times this amounted to a penny but by the 18th century it was a shilling and by the 19th century it was 5 shillings for a head shepherd, carter or cowman, half a crown for an ordinary labourer and one shilling for a boy. If nothing else this payment enabled them to enjoy the fair on one of the few leisure and free days they would have in the year.
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40. Typical participant labourers in hiring fair with their ‘tokens’.

Once the serious business of the day had been transacted and this very often included a livestock market as well, the rest of the time was given over to enjoying the amusements at the fair. There were usually stalls, sideshows and fairground rides for all to participate in.

In many locations the hiring fairs were held more than once a year and this determined the hiring system in the locality. Although hiring fairs frequently combined labour and livestock markets, this was not always the case.

As far as family history is concerned, they have a great deal of importance and it is essential to know where the hiring fairs were held in the area in which your ancestors lived and worked. This is a good clue to mobility and migration of ancestors as the draw to the fairs would often be from a 20 to 30 mile radius. Labourers could easily spend one year in one village and next be 30 miles away. Also, many a marriage match was made at the hiring fairs.

In some locations around the country, the hiring fair was still in existence until after the First World War and many 20th century labourers and servants were still employed as a result. Today, the statute fairs exist mainly as fun-fairs but despite this, Michaelmas, like Lady Day six months earlier, remains a defining point in the hire of agricultural labour. Interestingly many men enlisted for military service during the First World War as a result of recruiting parties attending the hiring fairs which still took place at that time. If you find a record of an ancestor who enlisted around the end of September then the chances are it was as a result of the ‘hiring fair enlistment’.

Searching for hiring fair information in the British Newspaper Archive shows that there was a regional distribution. The south and east of England favoured holding the fairs at Michaelmas and the Martinmas fairs seem to have been held in northern England and Scotland.


Records of the hiring fairs

Although hiring fairs date from the time of Edward III it was not until the 1800s that the records become really useful. Hiring fairs continued well into the 20th century even up to the Second World War in some places but their function as ‘employment exchanges’ was diminished by legislation after 1917.

Both male and female agricultural servants would gather in order to bargain with prospective employers and hopefully secure a position for the coming year. The yearly hiring would have included board and lodging for single labourers for the whole year normally with wages being paid at the end of the year’s service. The fairs attracted all the trappings of a feast with many running also as funfairs in their own right., They were also places of merriment and attracted poor reputations for the drunkenness and immorality. Later, when wage rates and conditions were no longer officially set, the hiring fair remained a useful institution, especially as much employment in rural areas was by annual agreement.

Farmers would move amongst the labourers discussing experience and terms and once agreement was reached the employer would give the employee a small token of money, frequently referred to as the ‘fasten-penny’. It was not a penny but usually a shilling, which sealed the contract for the coming year. The hired labourer would then remove the token used to signify their calling and replace it with a bright ribbon to indicate they had been hired. The stalls set up, at the fair, selling food and drink and offering games to play, would tempt the hired labourer to spend their token money.

The records of hiring fairs are generally found in county record offices and can be disguised within the archives of local boroughs forming part of the records relating to markets and fairs as many were an integral part of the cattle markets and amusement fairs which took place on the same day. Some were even associated with the major horse fairs. Many surviving records give details of the ‘fastening penny’ which was worth more than the term implies and was a sum of money paid to the labourer to secure his employment.

Because the market towns in which hiring fairs were held had a large sphere of influence, the fairs were always advertised in provincial newspapers often for surrounding counties as well as in those local to where the fair was held. A search of local newspapers for both advertisements and subsequent reports of the fair is worthwhile. Fairs are also listed in various directories.

A very useful book published by the Romany & Traveller Family History Society entitled A Calendar of Fairs & Markets held in the Nineteenth Century (2003) provides some excellent information on locations, dates etc.

The minute books of hiring fairs usually provide lists of masters and servants together with the details of payments. Sometimes at fairs the award of a hat in the case of men, or a gown in the case of women, was given to those who had been in service over a long period and are also recorded. 

Records also list the parish of residence of both master and servant at the time of hiring and the date. Notwithstanding this, some terms agreed between master and servant went unrecorded. The degree of information found depends upon the meticulous record keeping of the market clerk.

Very often there is also a list of subscribers to the hiring fairs, usually the gentry and farmers who often provided the finance for the awards. This list can be useful in identifying the sphere of influence if addresses or residences are given.

Similar information is given for those engaged in domestic service and it should be noted that recruiting parties from army regiments often turned up to the fairs and used the opportunity to recruit soldiers into their regiments. In this regard it is necessary to note that regimental recruiting parties travelled the country and were not necessarily associated with the county regiment in which county the fair was located.

It is also from records of the hiring fairs that one can establish some of the occupations for which labourers were sought and by which your ancestor may be known:

• General labourer
• Cow man 
• Carter and under carter
• Dairy girl or dairy maid
• Fugger (fodder feeder)
• Hurdler
• Hedger
• Horseman
• Milker
• Plough man or plough boy
• Shepherd and under shepherd
• Yardsman


The Militia

It is unlikely that your ancestors would have escaped involvement with the local militia. Men of a certain age were balloted to serve as needed. The surviving records can be divided between two timeframes each side of the Militia Act of 1757.

After the English Civil War there was no militia until the Militia Act of 1757. However, militia origins date back to Anglo-Saxon times and the Fyrd. The early Militia force was established in 1181 by the Assize of Arms and later the Statute of Winchester in 1285 which created Commissions of Array who were responsible for mustering the militia. Ultimately the Lord Lieutenant took over the responsibility for the Militia in 1594. After the establishment of the Standing Army in 1660, the militia declined until resurrected by the Militia Act of 1757. For the period up to 1757 Militia Muster Rolls can be found at The National Archives, County Record Offices and sometimes in private hands. Most of the musters are arranged by hundred and then by parish. After 1757 the militia remained a county force until the Cardwell Army Reforms which attached the militia to the county regiments.

The Lord Lieutenant of the county had responsibility for raising the force and Parish Constables distributed a form to each household which was completed with details about each adult male. From the forms, a Militia Ballot List was drawn up detailing all able-bodied men between the ages of 18 and 50 although the final age was lowered to 42 in 1762. Those balloted for service appear in the Militia Lists whilst those that actually served appear in attestation papers, pay records and enrolment lists. Militia Ballots and Militia Lists are held at County Record Offices but the records of those who actually served are deposited at The National Archives.

The Militia was essentially formed of locally raised regiments of men who, were called upon to protect England from the threats arising after the Seven Years War. Recruitment was a result of a ballot. Those picked were able to delegate their service to others as substitutes but it meant that many agricultural labourers were subject to such service over and above their own ballot call. Many delegated men did undertake service, albeit that they may not have served away from home.

Militia Ballot Lists, to give them their correct title, and Musters exist between 1757 and c1876 although in reality few ballot lists exist after 1831.

There were exemptions from service but most agricultural labourers did not fall into those categories unless they were apprentices. Exemption from service could also be granted on the grounds of infirmity and poverty, although no legislation determined exactly what the criteria to be poor or infirm was.

Lists of eligible men were posted on church doors and in other public places so all knew who they were. The 1802 Act defined four groups in order of priority to serve, should the need arise. The only common criteria was a height requirement of minimum 5ʹ4ʺ.

1. Men under 30 with no children2. Men above 30 with no children
3. Men up to 45 with no children under the age of 14
4. Men up to 45 with children under the age of 14

Militia returns, which do not mean that those named were actually called to serve did not necessarily cover all occupational groups but where they survive, they are the best form of an occupational census for an area at the time.

The lists exist for the 18th and early to mid-19th centuries and are known to be complete for the counties of Cumberland, Kent, Hertfordshire, Northamptonshire and Dorset. The majority also exist for Lincolnshire but in other counties the survival rate is patchy. Some may not even survive.

Some Militia lists have been published or made available on line by family or local history societies allowing easier access for research.

The Militia lists in the later period include name, description, age, infirmities and number of children both over and under 14 years. In earlier lists the information is not as complete. Some information may also be included relating to those who had previously served.

For those who ‘won the ballot’ and were called up for service, there was an implication for their families, who remained in the village and had to survive without a main income. They needed to rely upon parish help in the form of allowances, which were provided after a militia relief order was made, allowing their families to be maintained out of the poor rate without further investigation of circumstances.

Men enlisted for five years after 1786 and for three years before that date. In peacetime they spent the time at home being required to attend ‘training camps’ for a few weeks each year. In times of war, when essentially the militia replaced regular regiments, they were on permanent duty in any area of the country where they were needed. They did not, nor were they allowed to, go abroad but could be away from home for prolonged periods.

After 1816 most of the militia was on peacetime status except for emergency periods including the periods of agricultural unrest, particularly the Swing Riots of the early 1830s when they acted as the police force. However, in many cases this was not that successful as they were working against their own class.

Where they survive the Militia Ballot Lists are held locally in county record offices as are some of the service records of men but the majority of service records and musters were combined with those of the main regular army regiments and are amongst the military service records held at The National Archives. If enrolment lists have survived then they provide much more information than the musters alone, such as place of residence, occupation and age. Some regimental museums may also have records post Cardwell reform, which may well include the musters and enlistment lists. The militia was funded by the land tax so some references can also be found in Exchequer records at The National Archives principally in series E 182. Some parish overseers accounts also contain militia information.

It is useful to also refer to the county ‘Posse Comitatus’ 1798 and the ‘Levee en Masse’ 1803/1804 respectively, both of which were lists of those eligible who could be called up in the event of France invading during the Napoleonic Wars. After the threat of invasion receded in 1815 militia membership was voluntary. A militiaman who served between three and five years might have become a regular soldier.


Your ancestor’s involvement with the law

The British court system was complex and it is unlikely that agricultural labourers would have the means or inclination to pursue claims or disputes through the major courts such as Chancery or any of the higher appeal courts. However, many did not completely escape the court systems either for petty crimes or for the way they acted morally. The court records which will provide the most information about agricultural labourers, are detailed below.


Quarter Sessions

Many Poor Law cases are found in the records of the Quarter Sessions particularly where examinations were undertaken in regard to settlement or removal and also bastardy. Because such examinations were always conducted by Justices of the Peace, they are more than likely to form part of the minutes of the court. Disputes of aggrieved parties who thought they had been unjustly treated by overseers before 1834 and by Guardians after 1834 may also be found amongst the records. Dealing with Poor Law matters was often a major part of business of the courts before 1888.

If examination records cannot be found amongst the parish chest papers, then it is essential to look at the Quarter Session records as they should provide noteworthy details about the person’s life and where they had been living or working in the past.

Ancestors did not need to break the law to appear in court records though there was always a possibility that they may have been involved in acts such as breach of the peace and poaching, which was a fairly regular occurrence in the agricultural labouring community. The Quarter Sessions court only dealt with non-capital criminal offences. Sometimes agricultural labourers would have appeared because of burglary or assault.

The Quarter Sessions met, as the name suggests, four times a year usually during January, April, July and October. One of their other main purposes was to deal with local administration alongside the criminal matters and licensing.

There may also have been cases relating to employment disputes heard in Petty Sessions or Quarter Sessions courts. The newspapers will invariably provide more detailed reports in such cases than the official court minutes.
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41. Labourers’ employment dispute in Quarter Sessions.

In the illustrated case heard before the Petty Sessions Israel Payne was employed as a farm servant from Michaelmas 1871 to 1872 and the report shows what his duties were, what wages he was paid. There were also grievances aired over conditions of accommodation etc. The magistrates decided, after hearing the case that Israel Payne had left without just cause but considered the contract should be annulled with the defendant paying costs.

The Quarter Sessions courts began in medieval times and the records pre-early 1700s were mainly in Latin. Most of the English language records date from the early 18th century but in some areas earlier records survive. Many are calendared or indexed on a county basis making access reasonably straightforward. From 1888 local authorities took over many of the administrative duties of the courts with only criminal and licensing matters remaining within the court remit. Those records which may well be of interest to those with agricultural labourer ancestors include:

• Gamekeepers’ licences and certificates
• Lists of pauper lunatics in a parish
• Matters relating to relief of the poor
• Records of criminals and prisoners
- Indictments
- Depositions
- Order books
- Prisoners’ Lists
• Lists of property and occupiers of land and land tax assessments
• Registers of friendly societies
• Items relating to wages regulation
• Disputes relating to apprenticeship agreements
• Coroners’ reports on unusual or sudden deaths 

Records of the Quarter Sessions courts are found in county record offices.


The Assize

If your agricultural labourer was involved in capital offences such as stabbing, murder or sometimes more minor cases, which warranted hearings before a Jury, then they would have invariably appeared before the Assize. Often it is better to seek newspaper reports of cases as they are much more detailed and colourful. Because the Assize was a travelling court the official court records do not always survive in their entirety and may not contain too much detail. However, there is enough information to identify that the case relates to your ancestor as the name and parish of residence are usually given. Obviously, it will be possible to determine the crime and the sentence from calendars to enable custodial terms to be established.

The Assize system was by its sheer nature a circuit court and as such its records also organised in the same way. It is therefore important to establish at the outset which circuit covered the area in which your ancestor would have appeared. Judges from the central courts went on circuit around the country in the law vacations and sat in Assize usually twice a year.

In Victorian times it was possible to be hanged or at least transported for fairly minor offences heard within the Assize, such as theft of relatively small amounts of money, a sheep, or articles of clothing and many people were sentenced accordingly after the verdict of the jury. We have already cited some examples where the sentence did not fit the crime. (Tolpuddle Martyrs etc.)

Copies of Assize calendars should exist in county record offices but the main source of information and surviving court records is The National Archives in series ASSI.


Ecclesiastical Courts

The ecclesiastical courts date back to pre-reformation but the court records which help with family history research originate mainly from the 16th to 18th centuries. Alongside the equity, civil and criminal there are around three or four hundred hierarchal ecclesiastical courts whose jurisdictions affected varying aspects of our ancestors’ lives. By the mid-19th century the civil courts had taken over the church courts’ powers, especially in the case of probate after 1858 when the state assumed responsibility for such matters.

Although frequently underused or not even considered for research when fleshing out the bones of an agricultural labourer ancestor, the church courts can contain a wealth of information. They are also useful if your ancestor was of farming stock or even a tenant farmer. Many people of all walks of life were involved in the cases. Ecclesiastical court jurisdiction withered in the mid to late 1800s. Before that time they were extremely active in many matters which may now be the domain of the modern equity, civil or criminal courts. 

Until 1858 church courts were perhaps best known for processing probate and the granting of administrations. They also heard cases of defamation and matrimonial disputes as well as dealing with church matters and affairs. They were commonly referred to as the ‘bawdy courts’, as the cases dealt with were quite often of a moral and sexual nature. 

There was a hierarchy within the Church Courts and it is important to understand how the system was organised otherwise you may spend a lot of time looking in the wrong court records. 


Archbishop’s or Prerogative Courts

The senior ecclesiastical courts were the courts of the Archbishops - the Prerogative Courts of Canterbury (PCC) and York (PCY) with the Court of Arches and the Court of Delegates being the appeal courts. The PCC is the senior of the two courts.


Bishop’s or Consistory and Commissary Courts

Beneath the Archbishops’ Courts were the Bishop’s or Diocesan Courts which covered the Diocese and were principally the Consistories. However, in the case of a large Diocese the court’s might have been divided into Commissary Courts.


Archdeacon’s or Archdeaconry Courts

Below the Bishop’s Courts were those of the Archdeacons’ Courts which were usually, but not always, the first local courts to deal with matters.


Peculiar Courts

Occasionally some clergy held their own courts, usually because they were residual heirs of an abbey whose ancient customs reserved the right to deal with the local community in spiritual matters. Those benefices who had continued to hold either abbey or monastic lands after the dissolution retained the right to be independent jurisdictions within the ecclesiastical system. The rights might vest in the Lord of the Manor or institutions such as a University or even a Dean and Chapter of a Cathedral. It might also be assumed by Royal Estates. 

Records cover the extremely varied work of church courts and include:

• Exclusive probate jurisdictions.
• Marriage licences.
• Separation.
• Illegitimacy - Arbitrating on legitimacy.
• Licences for certain professions including midwives (which is often why private baptisms appear in registers), many of whom were daughters of agricultural labourers.
• Recusancy (Roman Catholics).
• Non-attendance at church (nonconformists).
• Rates and tithes arrears. 
• ‘Moral’ conduct of parishioners which revolved around sexual behaviour, drunkenness and other vices. 
• Adultery, fornication and slander (violation of Christian practice).
• Defamation of a neighbour.
• Perjury.
• Brawling in church or churchyard.
• Judgement on matters relating to their own clergy and parish officials and the administration of the church. 
• Defamation cases (libel and slander).

Those who committed offences against religious laws were presented to the court usually by the people’s churchwarden. Presentments were presided over by the Bishop. The presentments were written up in books of detections which list the names of the accused and these books survive in relatively large numbers. The registrars recorded the proceedings in either act or court books providing a summary of the case or account of proceedings. The citations, which summoned a defendant to court, contain the name of the person and the person’s parish.

The courts heard two types of case, namely instance and office cases.

Office cases were, as the Name suggests, instigated by church officials and principally dealt with ‘moral’ and disciplinary matters such as bastardy, defamation and adultery, failure to attend Anglican church services and other breaches of religious/canon law. In office summary cases many of the proceedings were conducted orally with few references to written records. As such you may only find a few, or very short, records survive. The religious laws applied to the public and equally to the clergy.

Instance cases which are usually detailed, were proceedings by individuals dealing with disputes between individuals including defamation, tithe payments, marriage, probate and disputes over estates. Most records originate from testamentary cases with witness statements often containing the most useful family history information. These documents can be found in deposition books which were frequently written in English when, up to the 1730s, court business was written in Latin. The procedure for an instance case started with the plaintiff outlining the case against the defendant in a libel document which could contain many names and places. 

Disputes between people relating to wills were inevitably instance cases and ranged from arguments over nuncupative (oral) wills to those who were aggrieved by their omission from a will. However, if there is no index of cases it is challenging to determine if actual litigation took place. A disputed will case may have been pursued further through the equity courts such as Chancery and Exchequer Courts and for poorer members of society through the Court of Requests and Court of Star Chamber.

The crime of defamation could be heard as either type of case, depending on whether the defendant defamed a religious representative or a lay person. Most instance cases of defamation related to accusations of sexual ‘wrongdoing’ including premarital sex, irregular marriages and adultery. It is almost inevitable that many women featured in such cases. If the court proceedings involved an illegitimate child then Bastardy Documents should provide additional information and will invariably confirm the identity of the father.

Where disputes arose over areas such as contested wills or the legality of a marriage, the higher church courts or even the secular courts often passed judgment, the ecclesiastical courts referring cases direct to them.

The courts also issued licenses to work as apothecaries, midwives, surgeons and schoolmasters. Records of such licences and petitions can be found in the court act books or in some courts in separate registers. There are instances of sons and daughter of agricultural labourers following these occupations certainly as apothecaries and midwives. Many girls also became school mistresses so could appear in the records where they were employed by the Church of England schools.

It is up to the researcher to use his discretion about how deeply he delves into these court records. Some of the records are not easy to interpret because abbreviations were used. These will often need interpretation for them to make sense. Most records will be held in diocesan record offices which are usually, but not always, the same as county record offices.


Rural cottage industry

For the majority of men and boys, labouring was the main source of income. Many girls, if not employed on the farm, worked in domestic service or supplemented the main income of the family by involvement in cottage industries such as straw plaiting, lace making, basketry, button making and glove making. In some areas outwork was also undertaken for the larger industrial concerns, such as shoemaking. Each rural community had its own crafts and industries which were subject to regional variations based on availability of raw materials.

Every rural community was supported by skilled craftsmen without whom the area would not have survived. These craftsmen supplied essential services to all the social classes. They included: the thatcher, carpenter, wheelwright, blacksmith and farrier, shoemaker, sawyer, miller, butcher and baker. Each trade was dependent upon the success of agriculture for their own prosperity and that of the community, as all were inseparably interlinked. Children of agricultural labourers may have been apprenticed to learn such a trade and therefore the records cannot be ignored.

Carpenters would often be commissioned to make a simple coffin for the burial of a labouring family’s child and could also have acted as undertaker. The blacksmith would mend farming implements and provide cooking utensils for the family and the baker would often cook the Sunday joint for a family.

Most of the cottage industries had similar characteristics not least of which was the exploitation of the children of labourers. Cottage industry work was mundane and not particularly skilled although a degree of training was needed to become adept to the job. Most women and girls undertook this type of work at home but in many cases, particularly in the straw plait industry, children as young as five or six were sent to plait schools. Here they would learn the rudiments of the craft from a ‘mistress’ whose only qualification was that of skill and discipline, unless they had learnt the craft from their mother or older sister before joining the school. In some ways the schools were basically child-minding institutions whilst older members of the family worked. Many such children were recorded in the census returns as scholars even though they were not at school. However, a few of the plait schools made a half-hearted attempt to teach children to read for an hour a day. Many of the so-called mistresses were themselves illiterate.

Conditions were generally poor with bad light and ventilation as many schools were set up in the front room of a cottage which was usually overcrowded. Hours were long, usually from early morning to late at night, frequently without a break other than half an hour for breakfast, lunch and tea. The pay was poor, often only a few pence a week. Because the plait schools were paid by the agent for the amount of straw plait or lace that they produced, the children were forced to produce as much as possible, working usually at piece work rates.

Although cottage industries were essentially the domain of the women, it was necessary in many cases for the males of the family to be involved particularly when agricultural labouring work was short or even after they had finished their daily toil.

Much the same picture existed throughout the country where smaller scale cottage industry also existed. It will therefore be necessary as part of your research to find out about the cottage industry of the area in which your ancestors resided. Wherever the place, the norm was exploited labour, long hours and pitifully low wages.

Two of the most prevalent cottage industries were that of lace making and straw plaiting both essential to supplement a farm labourer’s income. As a skilled lace-maker a single girl and later a married woman would not be a drain on the local poor law and could help support her family income. In many areas the work was undertaken by younger girls (and boys) in the lace schools which taught lace making. It was even usual for the children to actually pay around 3d. a week to undergo training. 
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42. Straw plaiters at work at home and in plait schools.

Educationally there was little more than Bible studies which meant that some learned to read, and learning very basic writing skills - only a few ended up being able to sign their names. Fundamental to the art was light to see the crossing threads so a special stool with flasks filled with clear water around a single candle was used to refract light through the flasks. These lights were also a meagre source of heat as they were not allowed to have a fire because the threads had to be spotlessly clean and not dirtied by soot or smoke. In some cases, embers were placed in pots beneath the lace makers stools but this was not without danger. There were several recorded incidents of children’s clothing catching fire from the embers resulting in serious injury and even death. Coroners’ reports usually detail such cases.

Lace was made on a pillow with bobbins marking each thread. The lace patterns were pricked onto thick paper. The outline edges of the lace, made from shiny threads or gimps were marked on the patterns in Indian ink. The makers were normally used by one dealer who supplied both the thread and the patterns and then, once made, sold the product. When the dealer’s fees had been paid the lacemakers had very little remaining. 

Lace making declined when compulsory education started. By 1880 children were making very little lace and so were not acquiring the skills of fine work. The thread was thicker, the work poorer, the designs coarser and the lace did not sell, even at 6d. a yard.

If we now look at straw plait there are many similarities in how the industry was executed. One of the characteristics of local plait schools was the rhyme children had to learn in order to make the straw plait. This originated in the mid-1700s ‘Over one, under two, pull it tight and that will do’ which set the pattern for the process of straw plaiting. The straw plaiters were generally less well educated and few could write their own names but on the other hand could count up to twenty, because plait was sold in twenty-yard lengths. A yard was marked on the cottage fireplace mantle. Plait schools ran on similar lines to the lace schools. Straw plaiters were not tied to one agent but sold to any agent who then sold their wares through the plait markets to the hat makers. The plait industry was localised in the Northern Home Counties particularly around south Bedfordshire, extending to nearby villages in Hertfordshire and Buckinghamshire. The nearer you were to Luton which was the centre of the hat making business, the more popular was this cottage industry. 
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43. Elizabeth Hoddle, with her mother, lace making.

The girls dampened the straw through their mouths and often developed sores from the sharp edges or as a result of contact with the sulphur or urine which was used in treating the straw. Whole stems of straw were used to make chunky hats but to make finer plaits a straw splitter was used said to have been developed in South Buckinghamshire. The straw which was, split into six strips made a much finer plait. 

The art was not just restricted to women and girls as many men also learned to plait when there was little agricultural work. They were not always as skilled as their wives but they could still supplement their low agricultural wages. This cottage industry died out when competition from China and Japan started about 1900. This cheap plait meant that the more expensive local plaiting could not compete.

From the late 18th century the concentration of manufacturing in larger towns or on the major coalfields, adversely affected the ‘cottage industries’ which provided work for women and children of agricultural labourers. It meant that local craftsmen could no longer compete with factory manufactured goods. The textile industry had once been wholly dependent on countryside labour. The woollen, worsted and linen industries of the South West and East Anglia collapsed in the face of increased competition from the North of England. The subsequent growth of factory spinning and weaving severely affected the rural economy of North. Many people ‘left the land’ to work in the mills as early as the 1820s.
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44. A census entry showing the fact that wives practised rural crafts in a labouring family. Ref: RG11/1565 folio17 page 23.

As we have seen the advent of factory production and various machinery which made trades less labour intensive also destroyed the lace making which once flourished in the South Midlands. Local handicrafts generally also suffered. In Northamptonshire, and to some extent Leicestershire and Staffordshire, hand-made footwear was superseded by the shoe factory and the cottage industry associated therewith also declined. Some rural families were able to continue as outworkers but that also declined rapidly as factory production grew. Similar fate affected potters, furniture makers, brewers, millers and other trades. Only those who serviced the horse-economy - blacksmiths, wheelwrights, saddlers - survived somewhat longer until the early 20th century.


Health, old age and death

Surprisingly enough, agricultural labourers, despite their poor living conditions, were deemed to be amongst the healthiest people in the country. In 1842 the report on the sanitary conditions of the labouring population confirmed this. Maybe it was his exposure to open air, lack of pollution - it certainly had nothing to do with diet or conditions.

Fatal diseases in England and Wales were mainly associated with the poor diets and housing that most agricultural workers encountered. Respiratory diseases were a frequent cause of death with diarrhoea, smallpox and measles also playing their part. Cholera, although not quite as common was also a killer in epidemic proportions.

For many however, when illness struck that was the end. The greatest fear was becoming ill from respiratory diseases and tuberculosis. Tuberculosis was rife in milk and advances in science had not found a way of curing it. For the older people (and in some cases the not so old) rheumatism and arthritis were a major problem. Men as young as 30 years could easily be affected and this reduced their ability to work. Most of these were caused by deficiencies in vitamins from a poor diet combined with exposure to the elements day in and day out.

Amongst children most deaths were attributable to inadequate diets which gave rise to diarrhoea and other digestive diseases. Outbreaks of the more contagious and epidemic diseases such as smallpox, typhoid and diphtheria also had a devastating effect on many communities resulting in many deaths. They spread like wildfire because of inadequate conditions and confined school rooms.

However, from 1854 every new born child was supposed to have been vaccinated against smallpox. The reality was that this was not always the case. A severe outbreak of the disease in 1871 saw further measures introduced to make sure this happened. There was however, a lot of opposition to vaccination on the part of the parents because of their lack of understanding, so even then not all children were vaccinated. There are cases in local court records of parents being fined for non-compliance with the law. Similarly, those who objected on moral grounds had to apply to the magistrate for exemption certificates. On a positive side, smallpox was eliminated from this country by the close of the century, because of the vaccination system.

Other diseases developed to take their toll, particularly in children, such as measles, whooping cough and scarlet fever. Vaccinations for these had not been developed and from the 1860s these diseases played a large role in child/infant deaths.

It was not uncommon also to find a mother dying during or just after childbirth and for the child to die at the same time or just after. In many cases the family could not afford the medical fees charged by doctors or midwives for ‘confinement’. Many families did not like to avail themselves of the assistance available from the Poor Law system because it meant that a means test was carried out before agreement to relief was given - a high price to pay perhaps. Alongside this was the stigma of being classified a pauper or incarceration in the workhouse.

Legislation concerning public health reforms, whilst having impact in the urban towns, had little effect in the rural locations. For most the diet was still inadequate, water supply contaminated and sanitation poor which led to the spread of infectious disease in any community.

Becoming ill was an expense most families could not cope with but those who were members of the benefit and friendly societies fared better. Even a doctor provided by the benefit society would charge 2s.6d. in fees for a consultation. Often the cost was more than that, which meant that, if a family was not a member, the cost was prohibitive. Many families based much importance on the local herbal remedies for treating sickness and in a large number of cases, perhaps for the lesser ailments, they worked. This is perhaps the reason for the rise of travelling salesmen who peddled pills and potions supposedly for every single ailment known. In some communities it is often found that treatments were also based upon superstition or handed down family remedies. It is even thought that in some areas the families may have turned to witchcraft to provide cures.

Because of this many illnesses and confinements were dealt with by neighbours or other family members who would essentially nurse and administer ‘quack remedies’. Many a ‘midwife’ attended a birth on the basis of experience rather than qualification or licence. 

From the 1860s it was not unusual for parish charities to provide lying-in kits to those who required them. Such kits contained packs of bed linen and baby essentials. Sometimes, where charities were involved, they would give the families a cash sum to purchase essentials during the early months of pregnancy.
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45. Payments from the friendly societies helped to pay for illness and death.

If all else failed, there was usually no option but to involve the medical profession and again the family would need to turn to the Poor Law authorities or local charity to provide that care. In some areas, doctors would treat the neediest patients for free as they were being paid by the charity. Many rural areas were also covered by voluntary hospitals or those run by a charity. Recommendations of patients were made by subscribers, or the board of guardians would request a county infirmary take a patient for treatment, the implication being that they would foot the bill. The reality was, however, that after 1834 for many communities the only hope was the infirmary wing of the union workhouse, where nursing staff were employed and medical treatment was given by a visiting GP who acted as the medical officer for the Union. Treatments were not always successful or correctly administered and many of the ‘nursing’ staff were the inmates themselves or those not qualified. 

This was also the era of the ‘cottage hospital’. Many villages were too far away from the Union Workhouse Infirmary to enable an ill person to be transported so cottages were set aside within a village where people could go to receive treatment and care by a resident nurse and visiting GP. The downside was that patients were expected to pay for their medical costs, albeit perhaps not fully and this was sometimes prohibitive to the average labouring family.

Towards the end of the 19th century, we began to see the advent of the district nurse system and travelling midwives, paid for by public subscription but available to all. Such schemes did not cover all areas but seemed to exist in the more affluent ones. 

In any rural community, labourers had to work while they could. Age was no deterrent and there was not a pension. No work, no pay, no food. In reality only about 5% of the population in old age sought indoor relief, thus entering the workhouse. However, those that did very often died there and may well have been incarcerated for lengthy periods of time, in some cases years.

For the majority however, they were cared for by the extended family within their homes. Some refused workhouse infirmary admission because of their pride. In many cases during their last days of life when they needed medical attention, they had no choice but to succumb and enter the workhouse. Hence many death registrations and burial entries show residence as the Union Workhouse or they are recorded using the accommodation address of the workhouse in the form of a disguise.

Many elderly people, who were cared for at home, were cared for by dedicated daughters who did not marry until after the death of the parent. The elderly often had to call upon the poor relief, charity or benefit society for some form of subsistence. Occasionally a ‘pension’ of sorts may have been provided by the former employer, even if it was just a rent-free cottage for the remainder of their life. To some extent this was an exception rather than the norm. Often the benefit society contribution was only about 5s.0d. per week if that.

In the early 1900s the government began to introduce various benefits which would help alleviate some of the poverty and give respite from having to work until time of death. The trade unions including the agricultural union campaigned for such rights which evolved up to 1948 when the NHS was established.

The first state pension in the UK was known as the Old Age Pension. The law was passed in August 1908 with the first recipients being paid on 1 January 1909. There were around 500,000 people aged 70 or more who received five shillings a week. It was paid to individuals aged 70 and over whose annual income of £21 a year or less and did not include those with an annual income of £31 a year. If you were married then a higher pension of 7/6 was paid. At the time only around one in four people reached 70 years when life expectancy of those that did was about 9 years. In 1925 things altered because a new kind of pension was introduced based on contributions paid at work by both employer and employee. It was paid from age 65 without a means-test. Married couples received a pension only if both were aged 65 or more. That meant many men had to sometimes wait after they reached 65 to get the higher rate for their wives. By 1940 the pension age for women was reduced to 60 to try to ensure that the married rate would be paid as soon as the husband reached 65. Since 1948, men have had to retire as well as reach 65 to claim their pension paid under the then National Insurance scheme. If their wife was still under 60 when they reached 65 and retired, they could now claim a dependant’s addition for her. The process and evolution obviously had a significant effect on the agricultural labourer of the early 20th century and meant they did not have to work until the day they died.

Death was something of a regular occurrence in many families and it is difficult to imagine how families felt when a young child or baby died or when a wife or husband died young. In cases where someone died of a contagious disease such as smallpox it was often difficult to find anyone prepared to help with the burial. This would have left families isolated in their time of grief.

The stigma of a pauper’s burial was so great even for labouring families that many would go without food and other basics in order to put by a penny a week for each child, two for the mother and three for the father towards funeral expenses. The cost started hitting harder as soon as the first child was born, and it hit progressively harder with more children. (Wages did not increase with family size.) Families could expect one or more of their children to die in these times. The cost of an adult funeral was usually about two weeks’ wages where direction was taken from an undertaker.

When someone died in the village, the sexton was notified and he tolled the village church bell. A fee of about 1s.0d. per toll was paid. There was a tradition that the bell was tolled three times when a man died, twice when a woman died and once when a child died. In many rural communities the body would be kept at home until the burial and this would have been a time for the family to pay its last respects. Very often the simple coffin, no more than a wooden box, would not be closed until a short time before the funeral.

Funerals were pitched at all levels of society and for the agricultural labourer had, through necessity, to be very simple affairs. A procession on foot would leave the home for the church. In some cases, the coffin would have been placed on a cart or wagon but usually it was physically carried by family members as pall bearers. The village carpenter invariably functioned as the undertaker. It was usual for mourners to walk in the procession in strict relationship order with immediate relatives walking next to or behind the coffin and others, including friends and acquaintances following behind. At rural funerals it was also normal to wear black. Those who did not own anything black, borrowed apparel for the event.
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46. Typical rural funeral of an agricultural labourer’s family.

Traditionally, refreshments were given to the pall bearers before the funeral procession and a high tea was provided for the mourners afterwards. For many families they had to resort to pauper burials unless they belonged to a benefit society or burial club who would provide financial assistance towards the cost. Overseers’ accounts are full of payments made for coffins and sextons’ fees but in some cases, particularly after 1834, the boards of guardians did not view the payment of fees for funerals favourably.

7 - For a better life


Migration and emigration

Since the early 1800s thousands of people have migrated from the countryside to the towns or emigrated to start a new life overseas. In many rural areas local conditions became intolerable after enclosure because the labourer was dispossessed of land. Jobs which under old conditions would have been capable of supporting them disappeared and people simply moved in the hope of a better life elsewhere? 

For the rural population there were many different reasons for migration including personal matters such as difficult personal relationships, marriage, illegitimacy (and indeed pregnancy) and the need to better their life.

There were basically three reasons behind a rural to urban migration. 

1. British industry was mainly concentrated around coalfields which generated a huge and attractive demand for labour from the south to the north.
2. The growth of London which gained 1.25 million rural migrants between 1841 and 1911 according to census statistics.
3. Continuous flow of migrants due to decline in agriculture. 4.5 million people migrated from agricultural areas in the same period.

Urban areas attracted those from rural areas because of higher pay and a varied and active social life, which appealed particularly to younger men and women who may have found life in a small community difficult.

London for example, had long been a magnet attracting people from all over Britain. Emigration agents based in many rural localities promoted new opportunities in North America, Australia and New Zealand. Even before the Highland Clearances people were leaving Scotland drawn by the prospects of a better life in Canada and the USA. Those who left the land were frequently those who wished to leave. Many were also caught up in the religious revivalism period which also meant a change in their denominational affiliations.

It is easy to say that the way to better oneself is to leave the land and that is exactly what many people did. It is obvious that towns grew in size whilst villages and the rural community diminished. This was despite the higher birth rate and declining death rate from the mid-1800s. Most who left the rural areas did so for local towns or the regional cities. There were also various attempts to encourage people to migrate to the industrial centres mainly in the north of England. The incentives were high but the consequences often had an adverse effect.

Those who migrated into the industrial areas certainly did receive higher wages, in some cases as much as a third more, but they also suffered in their living conditions. Invariably housing was not much better and often poorer where they moved into back-to-back slums provided by the mill or mine owners. Their working conditions were such that they lost the fresh air and had to work in dusty, dirty and noisy environments for long hours causing respiratory and skin diseases and shortening their lives. Wives and children were exploited, and it was more expensive to live, so they were no better off materially or physically. The one advantage was continuity of labour, until of course they were laid off! 

When agricultural labourers migrated they may still have needed help from the Poor Law Union which sent them. The following was found in the minutes of the Board of Guardians of the Biggleswade Union on 21 June 1837. A letter was received from the migration agent for Leeds concerning Joseph Lovell who had migrated from the parish of Blunham in the union. He was at Halifax and unemployed. The relieving officer was authorised to send £5 to the agent to be used frugally until Lovell was re-employed. The amount was paid because the master had agreed to re-employ Lovell as soon as it was possible.
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47. Notice encouraging voluntary migration.

There was also a large migration of agricultural labourers within the countryside itself. Some people may have moved to the next village or perhaps only a few miles. Nevertheless this could be perceived as a challenge to researchers. Census information suggests that many people remained within a 20 miles radius of their place of birth. Settlement certificates and removal orders can be a great help in establishing the distances moved. Some migration was only temporary where agricultural holdings were too small to support a family. This was particularly noticeable in the more remote rural areas of Scotland and Ireland. Temporary emigration also occurred where people would emigrate for short periods of say 1- 2 years then return.

Over a million Irish entered Britain in the 19th century with almost half arriving during the 1840s and 1850s, the famine period. Most of these were farm workers who divided their time between working in agriculture and other labouring industries, predominantly the railways.
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48. Assisted emigration to Australia encouraged by advertising.

Emigration was also encouraged particularly by the Poor Law Authorities who targeted the farm labourer and his family, initially with emigration to the USA, but later to places like Canada, Australia and New Zealand. Emigration occurred because of the urban areas being unable to accommodate numbers of rural migrants descending upon them.

Land grants in America were very attractive and aimed at opening up the centre of that country. An American land grant was essentially a gift of land or its use privileges that was made by the government as an incentive or a means of enabling work, sometimes in return for military service. Grants of land were primarily awarded to individuals as incentives to develop unused land in relatively unpopulated areas. The United States historically gave out numerous land grants as Homesteads to individuals who in the UK were agricultural labourers. This elevated them immediately to farmers and the majority made a huge success running a farm.

As with many records of emigration it is necessary to research in the archives of the destination country. The land records that are of most interest to genealogists are the land entry case files. These document the transfer of public lands from the U.S. Government to private ownership. There are over ten million such individual land transactions in the custody of the American National Archives.

Land case entry files can contain a wealth of genealogical information. Depending upon the type and time period of the land entry, the case file may provide only minimal facts some of which will already be known to the researcher or they may present new insights about your ancestors including age, place of birth, citizenship, military service, literacy, and economic status, and may even include similar information about constituent family members. The case files can establish locations of land ownership or settlement and dates.
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49. Illustration of a land grant certificate for Canada.

Some records relating to emigration and land grants are also housed by the National Archives at Kew under the auspices of the Colonial Office which was established in 1854 but include records of its predecessors from around the 16th century.

It was not easy to encourage emigration to Australia because of the prejudice, often deep rooted, relating to transportation. It was one area where both the government and trade unions were compatible, both actively promoting such moves. Travel to Australia was almost free, the fares being heavily subsidised and some were previously indentured to landholders, who paid the fares in exchange for a certain period of labour.

However, many English emigrants both free and ex-convicts who were transported received land grants. Each male was entitled to 30 acres, an additional 20 acres if married, and 10 acres for each child with him in the settlement at the time of the grant. New South Wales land Grants between 1788 and 1963 can be searched on Ancestry as can the various passenger lists for the Australian Colonial schemes of assisted passage.

In Canada, particularly, agricultural labourers from Britain were in great demand and in some areas earned the equivalent of 18s.0d. to 20s.0d. per day during the harvest season in the late 1800s. Generally, wages were at least half as much again as could be earned in England.

Clearly not all emigrants were happy with the move that they had made but many were enthusiastic and letters written to families back in Britain made this very clear. Such letters were frequently shared with other families and this had the effect of encouraging more people, particularly young single men to emigrate.

Authority to pay emigration expenses and fares from the parish rate was written into the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834. Sometimes the wealthy landowners helped by paying part of the expenses but the link was between the vestry and the emigration commissioners in London, who oversaw the operation.

The Colonial, Land and Emigration Commissioners laid down minimum requirements on matters such as clothing, that each emigrant had to provide for himself. They were not allowed to embark unless they had the minimum clothing, which in the case of a male was:

6 shirts
6 pairs of socks
2 pairs of shoes
2 complete suits of exterior clothing
1 pair of sheets
3 towels

There was an over-rider that the more you could take the more comfortable would be your journey. This did not seem much for a voyage which on average would take four months passing through various climate changes.

Parishes very often set up emigration funds to help those from the parish emigrate. Such funds were often by subscription and anyone, who wanted to, could contribute. Donations were often made by the local friendly society or the branch of the agricultural labourer’s union.

It is also useful to remember that during the Victorian period many people immigrated into Britain. People arrived from the Russian empire and other European countries and although they did not always head for the rural areas about 25% of this immigrant population became involved in village life. The less skilled sometimes obtained jobs as agricultural labourers often displacing our own countrymen. Most however were involved in industry and manufacturing so settled in the towns and cities. By far the biggest influx and not really immigrants, were the Irish who came to Britain in the 1850s. They numbered half a million. Irish settlers made a significant appearance in the British countryside and turned their hand to many occupations from navvies building canals and railways to agricultural gangs who travelled around different farms particularly at busy periods in the farming year. Many chose to remain as agricultural labourers although like the natives all were affected by the economic situation, the depressions and mechanisation.

One of the most significant eras of emigration occurred in the 1870s to New Zealand. Conditions in New Zealand were made attractive for United Kingdom immigrants. From 1873 the fare was free. New Zealand residents could also nominate friends and relatives to join them. In London people were recruited to spread the message in the rural villages and townships. By 1873 there were 53 New Zealand government immigration agents in England with similar numbers covering Scotland and Ireland. The country was very specific in the type of people it was trying to attract and newspaper advertisements and posters called for married agricultural labourers and single female domestic servants, provided they were ‘sober, industrious, of good moral character, of sound mind and in good health’.

Thousands of people responded most of whom were farm workers who would find themselves facing the end of the ‘golden age’ of agriculture due to cheap wheat imports which subsequently lowered prices, wages and the ultimate demand for labour. Increasingly, men were being hired by the day on a casual basis. Cottage industries, that many families relied on to supplement income, were disappearing. Housing was poor. Newly established police forces cracked down on poaching game for food, and legislation around compulsory education diminished the option of children contributing to the family income.

According to Joseph Arch, the farm labourers ‘were no better than toads under a harrow’. When the unions were locked out by the farmers in 1874, they encouraged members to sail to New Zealand. A unionist, Christopher Holloway, was given a free trip to New Zealand, and wrote back in positive terms turning the trickle into the flood of 1874 encouraged by comments similar to those contained in the labourers’ own newspaper:

The Labourers Union Chronicle of November 1873 contained the following; ‘not a farm labourer in England but should rush from the old doomed country to such a paradise as New Zealand - a good land - Away, then farm labourers, away New Zealand is the promised land for you’.

In the 1870s and 1880s almost all emigrants to New Zealand were still British or Irish by birth, and of those around 60% were English. Most were agricultural labourers or village craftsmen who went with their families leaving the Home Counties, south Midlands and Devon and Cornwall. These were the same areas which had sent out people in the initial emigration of the mid-1840s and were targeted by recruiting agents. Within this migration there was a strong contingent of Methodists.
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50. New Zealand appealing for agricultural workers to emigrate.

An insight into tracing how our ancestors moved around the countryside can be deduced from the trends which exist regarding movement and migration. In the mid 1800s two economic influences - capital and employment were the main reason. From around 1855 up to the start of the First World War there was a noticeable decrease in the number of both male and female agricultural labourers because of migration from rural areas. Statistics show that in the last half of the nineteenth century around 4 million rural based people migrated or emigrated. It is more than likely that our ancestors were amongst them. In relative terms it was only a small number (something around 15%) emigrated as most migrated to the urban towns and cities.

Where your ancestors lived depended upon the migration pattern and this is important from a genealogical point of view. As we research back in time, we need to trace our ancestors moving generally from urban to rural areas but to determine why and how the migration took place we need to understand why the movement took place. This is best undertaken on a geographical basis because most people did not move a great distance from their birthplaces or family origins. In my own family history most of my ancestors who worked on the land remained in central Bedfordshire with only a few migrating to London. Some who worked for a large landowner transferring to another part of the country and even fewer emigrating.

In North East England the coalmines, shipbuilding and ironworks were alternatives to working on the land. Rural workers in this area already commanded fairly high wages and reasonably continuous and static employment on the land, maybe to compete with urban industry. So it was not just the ‘wage’ aspect which caused people to move. The opposite effect was encountered as a result of the collapse of the tin mining industry in Cornwall in the 1860s. 

Initially it was generally the husband or breadwinner who migrated first which could explain why they do not appear with their families in census returns. Statistics for those interested in the economic history as well can be traced in the reports of the Committees on Settlement and Removal which were compiled in the late 1840s.

In Eastern England the biggest loss of rural labour was in the East Anglian counties where there was around a 50% loss but counties including Bedfordshire, Lincolnshire and Cambridgeshire lost similar numbers. Counties where industries such as the boot and shoe industry in Northamptonshire and Leicestershire also encountered significant migration from rural to urban areas despite labourers having to be trained to undertake the new work. In general terms migration was from the south to the north. 

From around 1620 right up to 1967 around 150,000 children and early teenagers, many who were from the agricultural labouring families but who were under the control of poor law authorities or philanthropic organisations were sent overseas to new lives in places like Canada and Australia along with other British colonies. Most of these would end up working in those countries on farms or estates employed in agriculture. The main period of child emigration was between the 1860s and 1950s when most were sent to Canada. Some however, went to New Zealand and British South Africa which included Rhodesia at the time. Around 90,000 ended up on Canadian farms as labourers. A further 7,000 went to Australia in the early part of the 20th century with many, after 1911, through the auspices of the Fairbridge Society. By 1960, around 3,000 children had been sent to its farm schools in Parramatta, Australia, British Columbia and to an agricultural college in Southern Rhodesia.

Besides the Poor Law authorities and Fairbridge many other children’s charity organisations were involved in child migration including Quarrier’s Homes, The Waifs and Strays Society, National Children’s Homes and Barnardo. If your ancestor ended up in Barnardo’s it may be that they were sent abroad as around 27,000 children in their care were sent to Canada up to about 1928. They also migrated children to Australia. These organisations were helped by financial subsidies and assistance provided by the respective governments of the countries. Canada and Australia helped with the operation.

Children sent to Canada arrived at farm schools from where they were sent to farmers in need of agricultural labourers. Most were initially given just bed and board and, as they matured and learnt the trade, they also received a wage. Those sent to Australia in the 20th century trained in residential schools until they were of employment age.

As the most common destination for boys was Canadian farms a ‘Canada Training Establishment was set up in 1911 near Goudhurst, Kent, to train boys for such work and increase their employability. 

At the same time the Australian Dreadnought Scheme was designed for British boys between the ages of 16-19 years most of whom were already established as agricultural labourers. A training farm was established in Pitt Town, Sydney, to train young men in Australian farming techniques. A year later in 1912 Kingsley Fairbridge established his first farm school for British child migrants in Western Australia

In 1935, the Child Emigration Society of Great Britain purchased a farm on Vancouver Island. and the first four cottages were constructed housing around forty children sent from Britain.

Between 1935 and 1948 parties of children emigrated to western Canada to live at the Prince of Wales Fairbridge Farm School. In February 1935 The Montreal Gazette reported that the children were ‘to be schooled and trained on the farm, the largest experiment of its kind ever attempted in Canada, modelled on the Australia Fairbridge Farm School, one of the show pieces of the sister Dominion.’ Around 330 children migrated from Great Britain under this scheme, some without parental knowledge or consent.

The cottage system was modelled on that employed by various Poor Law Unions in the UK. Eighteen cottages were built, each housing around twelve children supervised by a ‘cottage mother’. The school had its own classrooms, infirmary, dining hall, laundry, Anglican chapel and various staff buildings whilst the actual farm had market gardens, fruit orchards, dairy cattle and other livestock.

From the late 18th century manufacturing in larger towns undermined the viability of ‘cottage industries’ which had once provided work for women and children from virtually every agricultural community around the country. The rural industries of the South West and East Anglia collapsed in the face of increased competition from Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire. 

Only those who serviced the horse-economy - blacksmiths, wheelwrights, saddlers etc. survived until the motor vehicle also undermined their trades in the early twentieth century. All of these factors led to agrarian transition and rural depopulation which of course affected every family involved in agriculture. The general trend was to move from the south to the north of the country, forced to some extent by the enclosure system as well as the factory movement. There is also some contradictory evidence from the northern counties that this was not the case and that recruits to the factories were essentially local. Agricultural labourers were most highly paid around the textile districts.

Meanwhile, the countryside was attracting ever less interest. The Corn Laws spelled out the shifting balance of power. Passed in 1815 to fix the price of corn and protect the interests of the agriculturists that then dominated Parliament, they were repealed only 31 years later, against bitter protest from landowners and loud applause from industrialists. Farmers were passé: everything that was anything was urban. Punch magazine’s comic stereotypes caricaturing agricultural labourers as backward yokels in smocks and chewing straws flourished in the 1870s and live on to this day.

So, what happened to our child of 1800? Raised in a slow, rural life, he probably migrated to the city, leaving behind his old cosy community to start afresh on his own. Working in a factory, he would have been on his own: if lucky and diligent, he might have made a comfortable living. But every decade would have seen ground breaking new inventions and the pace of life pick up: he might have travelled on trains and exchanged telegrams before he died. What is certain is that the world must have seemed ever smaller, while spinning ever faster.

Although the Industrial Revolution had already begun, Britain in 1800 had changed little in centuries. It was a rural country, dominated by agriculture. For most, the world was restricted to their village - where their family had probably lived for generations - and the nearest market town, not surprising when the fastest thing on earth was a galloping horse, covering 100 miles a day at best. If you lived in Somerset, London was almost foreign, much as it had been in 1600. You wouldn’t even have been using the same time - with the sun rising around ten minutes later than in London, Bristol clocks ran ten minutes behind.

Horizons were limited and life was slow. It was horsepower or nothing. Daylight and the seasons ruled the countryside. But all that was about to change. Although the steam engine was invented in 1769 by James Watt, for decades his monopoly had prevented significant development and kept prices high. It was only in the nineteenth century that the real impact of steam would be fully felt.

And what an impact; steam changed everything. It was faster, more powerful, and could work independently of natural power sources, such as water. Traction engines saw fields ploughed twenty times faster than before, and factories could be anywhere. They chose towns and cities. At a time of massive population expansion in Britain (from 9 million in 1801 to 36 million in 1911), cities were expanding even faster. Once islands in a sea of fields, needing the agricultural economy to sustain them, they forged ahead as farmworkers made redundant by steam migrated to the nearest town to find work. Manchester and Sheffield quadrupled between 1801 and 1851, Bradford and Glasgow grew eightfold. Cities were the masters now.

This gloomy picture is not without its critics. They argue that people were attracted by new opportunities elsewhere rather than driven from the land. They point to the fact that ‘enclosures’ affected only a small proportion of the population, primarily in parts of the south and east Midlands. Workers in the new factories and mills of northern England were not dispossessed agricultural labourers; they were primarily recruited from local families who had long been involved in some form of manufacturing. Urban areas not only offered jobs with higher pay, but promised a varied and appealing social life, which appealed particularly to young men and women who found life in a small community both oppressive and dull.

London, in particular, had long acted as a magnet which attracted people from all over Britain. Emigration agents vigorously promoted new opportunities which were opening up in the ‘virgin’ territories of North America, Australia and New Zealand. Even before the Clearances, people were leaving the Highlands of Scotland in the late 18th century drawn by the prospects of a better life across the Atlantic. Commentators increasingly recognised that those who were leaving the land were those who wished to leave. A Liberal enquiry into the land in 1913 concluded that ‘All the best blood, young spirits with higher aspirations, leave for the towns or abroad. Only the old and children were left with the indifferent.’

There were two areas where agricultural emigration was very popular in the latter part of the 19th century and early 20th century. Canada attracted both families but more importantly children who were emigrated by the child emigration movement to work on farms, usually after a short period of training. The other area attracting agricultural labourers but only for the immediate First World War period was South Australia. As with most records those available in the destination countries are usually more valuable than those in England so it may mean researching abroad or using professionals in the destination countries to research on your behalf when you have exhausted the English records.

Between 1869 and the late 1930s around 100,000 children were sent to Canada from the British Isles as a result of the child emigration movement. Churches and philanthropic organizations sent mainly orphaned and pauper children to Canada, many from families of agricultural labourers. In rural Canada families welcomed them as a source of cheap farm labour and for the girls, domestic help.

Initially the children were sent to receiving homes and were then sent to farmers in the area. Some of the children were poorly treated but many others experienced a better life than if they had remained in England. 

The Canadian Archives hold extensive records about the children immigrants including passenger lists, immigration correspondence files and inspection reports where the children’s progress was monitored and reported on. Immigration officials created inspection report cards as they carried out regular inspections of children in Canada. These records date from 1920 to 1932. There is usually one per child, showing name, age or date of birth, year of arrival, ship, which organisation sent them to Canada, the names and addresses of their employers and comments. Many records also exist in the United Kingdom. The records also include names of older boys and girls who were recruited by immigration agents in the U.K. for farming work in Canada.

A significant number of agricultural labourers emigrated to South Australia under an assisted passage scheme between 1910 and 1914. Most of the relative records of those people are held by the state archives. They contain significant family history information including:

• Surname and given names 
• Date of arrival 
• Name of ship 
• Name of employer 
• Address of employer 
• Remarks 

Within each file there is personal information recording name, address, age, date of birth, height, weight, employment history sometimes with references attached, medical history and parent or guardian’s authorisation if applicable. 

Alongside this vital information there is also correspondence including letters between the applicant and employer once the immigrant had landed, any apprenticeship agreements and wages details. It may also give brief details of any young men who subsequently enlisted in the Australian military during the First World War


Records of migration and emigration under the Poor Law


Migration under the Poor Law

In early 1834 some industrialists, principally from Lancashire, approached the commissioners indicating that they had a shortage of labour and that it might be worth investing in a recruitment campaign amongst areas where there were unemployed agricultural workers in the south of the country. By early 1835 the commissioners had offered help in recruiting and vetting potential employees. If successful then it was reckoned that the poor rates in the rural areas would significantly reduce as migrants left for the urban areas. Migration agents were appointed for the northern counties to oversee the migrations.

The Poor Law Authorities encouraged active migration into new areas and even emigration abroad. The records concerning migration are sometimes difficult to establish. By reading the Board of Guardian minute books and also looking at preserved posters, it is possible to establish where migration agents had worked and where union residents were encouraged to move to. 

On a visit to the National Trust Quarry Bank in Cheshire it was interesting to see that the fathers of the first two migrant families from rural Buckinghamshire were actually employed as farm labourers while their children worked in the mill. Their migration had been set up under the poor law system. This was not untypical and had the effect of reducing the parish rates in the originating villages. In the first year of the migration scheme something like 2,700 individuals had migrated (families and singles) from rural areas to the industrial north. Suffolk, Buckinghamshire and Bedfordshire were the main areas affected. By July 1837 virtually 10,000 persons had relocated funded by the poor rate. The labour dynamic obviously changed as well and agricultural labourers changed their occupations to those of mill workers in the main.

It was not always those who availed themselves of the workhouse system who chose to migrate or emigrate. Many labourers went to new areas on a voluntary basis encouraged by the better wages on offer. Obviously, those who applied were generally accepted unless there were real extenuating circumstances so preventing their migration. In doing so the Boards of Guardians were in effect relieving themselves of a liability and opening the door to help others.


Emigration under the Poor Law

Provision for the emigration of the poor was allowed and authorised by the new Poor Law of 1834. The cost was borne by the emigrant’s home parish. A year earlier, in 1833, the Colonial Land and Emigration Commissioners were established to manage the programme of emigration to British overseas colonies including Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. 

Emigrants could qualify for a free passage if they satisfied certain criteria namely, were under forty, able bodied, of good character, had been vaccinated against smallpox, and were agricultural labourers, shepherds, or farm servants. Young married couples, preferably without children were viewed as the ideal candidates. Assisted passages were also available with less stringent restrictions to healthy able-bodied labourers whose moral character could be vouched for. Workhouse inmates or those in regular receipt of parish relief, were explicitly excluded from the commissioner’s schemes.

The rationale for poor law emigration revolved around the issue of surplus labour, which was believed to have an unsettling effect upon rural society. Emigration had long been seen as a potential safety valve for surplus labour.

Initial uptake for emigration was slow but in 1836 around 5,000 people had taken up the facility with another peak in the early 1860s. Most of those emigrating were rural agricultural workers from Norfolk and Suffolk. Most emigrants under the scheme went to Canada, Nova Scotia, Cape of Good Hope, New South Wales and New Zealand. Assisted emigration was initially conceived as a way of helping individual paupers while displaying a concern for the labouring population. Faced with the challenges of the New Poor Law, the farming class viewed assisted emigration as part of an older tradition of paternalistic help for the ‘deserving poor’.

Records of actual people emigrating under the scheme may be sporadic but search Poor Law Union papers 1834-1900 in MH 12 in Discovery using keywords like ‘emigration’ or ‘emigrate’ then add the country. Persons who applied for assistance to emigrate were recorded in ‘assisted emigrants registers’, which often contain name, age, occupation, residence, destination, name of sponsor, address of relative, and size of family.
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51. Poor Law emigration register.

Poor Law Union Board of Guardian minute books frequently contain application requests from families for permission to emigrate under the poor law assisted passage scheme. These minuted records are backed up by emigration registers which include the following information: names (usually listed in male or female columns), age, marital status, occupation, parish relief and parish to which they belong, and remarks. Sometimes they may include the date of emigration. Often you need both references to find out the country of destination.

8 - Land ownership and tenure

A significant amount of information is available for research into agricultural communities by reference to land records both from the point of view of the actual landowner and also the tenant. The following act as additional sources which can be name rich and should not be dismissed. They exist from the medieval period right up to the modern day.


Manorial records

The records generated by the manorial court system are a very much under used source of vital information for family historians and because they are essentially rural by nature, cannot be ignored for information on agricultural labourers. Manor court records are a rich resource for information on people of all social classes and are paramount to anyone researching rural based ancestors.

The Manor had its roots in Anglo Saxon times but was fundamentally a feudal agricultural estate held from the crown by a Lord. It retained that role right up to its demise which was technically in the early 1920s although in reality it lost much of its jurisdiction in the 1880s when local government assumed aspects of its ancient role and enfranchisement was well under way.

People in England and Wales right up to the end of the 19th century, were still being affected by a system which originated in the early medieval period when how to sustain oneself from the land was of paramount importance, irrespective of social status. The manor was a way of farming that was sustainable and self-sufficient for a whole community, even if labourers were not always treated fairly.

Local manorial customs were also important. Large areas of Northern England and the West Country did not have the same customs and manorial pattern as in the Midlands, East Anglia and the South. However, what was consistent was manor land was worked collectively, with all tenants sharing common rights and privileges while owing allegiance to the Lord of the Manor either by work (labour) or military service. 

The manorial layout followed the same pattern as used in modern farming. Anyone familiar with farming will recognise the need for keeping distinct areas for different types of crops, and within those areas, making sure the use of the land is rotated in order to preserve fertility. Areas for Spring and Autumn sowing and fallow areas were rotated, while woodland and wasteland were more or less unmoveable features. Waste ground was clearly unproductive land as were any pieces of land which existed alongside roads and tracks and thus being too small for enclosure.

There was a hierarchy of tenancies and occupation within the manor which any of your ancestors could have held. Occupiers of any manor were either free or unfree tenants. These types of tenancies were prevalent up to around 1500.

Free Tenants were freeholders or freemen, known in some areas as sokemen. They were of the higher social status and usually held their land in return for a monetary rent. Some may have provided light labour. The rent was agreed at the outset of the tenancy and was rarely the subject of any subsequent rent reviews. Free tenants were also personally free and could move away from the manor and live elsewhere. Freemen were more of a feature in East Anglia and the Midlands than elsewhere in the country.

As well as paying rent, freeholders had to attend the manorial courts and be prepared to serve as jurors at the court as well as paying certain dues to the lord such as a heriot on the death of the tenant. When a tenant died, the heir could take over the freehold provided he or she paid a monetary fine, known as a heriot, which was normally the equivalent of one year’s rent. Freemen could also sell their freehold land. These holdings eventually became the modern freeholds which were held according to common law and not according to the customs of the manor.

Freeholders obviously continued into the modern period. By the 16th century the freeholders’ rents had declined in value and very often the rents stopped being accounted for in the manorial records. It therefore figures that freeholders may not always be recorded in the records.

The majority of manorial tenants were unfree and are usually referred to as villeins, serfs or cottars. They held strips of land in the open fields and paid rent, but they were also obliged to provide other services without pay which could include ploughing, harvesting, carrying goods to the market and repairing estate buildings or fences. They might also be required to provide payments in kind such as butter, milk and eggs as part of their rent. The work they carried out for the lord was only on certain days of the week and in exchange for this work tenants were given security of tenure over quite a large area of land on which to provide for their own family. However, their movement away from the manor and certain elements of their family life were restricted.

The provision of these goods and services was determined by the custom of each manor. Tenants were all bound by the custom of that manor. In most cases they had to pay a merchet (monetary fee) on the marriage of a daughter, or for permission to educate a son. Sometimes the permission of the Lord was required before a girl could marry. Unfree tenants had to live within the manor unless the lord gave them permission to live elsewhere.

The average villein not only had a house with garden, but also up to 30 acres of land (known as a virgate which was variable in size) in strips within all the arable fields. This encouraged them to become relatively substantial farmers or husbandmen. 

Some of our ancestors would have been cottars or bordars, who were labourers at the bottom of the social scale. They were tied to the manor as serfs. They worked directly for the lord or other freeholders and may have held a cottage with only a small garden. Some of them may also have had a few acres allocated to them in the common fields.

By the 16th century and thereafter, the period when most of us will be researching in the records, the villeins had become ‘customary tenants’. These were tenants who only held land according to the custom of the manor. Customary tenants are usually referred to as copyhold tenants. Copyhold means the tenant was given a copy of the entry in the manorial records when he was admitted as the tenant and this became one of the first forms of written land title. 

After 1660, the obligation for tenant service to the lord existed in only a few manors and was generally replaced by money payments. However, like freeholders, copyholders then owed a heriot to the manor courts. They also paid an entry fine when they first took over their land. The customary tenant was responsible for keeping his holding in good repair and certain restrictions might have been imposed on what he could and could not do during his tenancy.

Customs varied between manors as each one evolved independently. If a person held land in more than one manor, which was not unusual where more than one manor existed in a village, they may find themselves subject to different customs. Customs or custumals, as they were commonly known, were effectively the rules and byelaws of any manor.

Customary tenancies were either by inheritance or holders for life. Land held by inheritance meant the tenancy descended to an heir determined by the custom of the manor. This was usually the eldest son but in some cases this might be another son or even daughter or an heir by gavelkind. However, as time progressed it was also possible for a copyholder to choose a different heir by enrolling a copy of their will in the records of the court. This is denoted in the records by the phrase ‘surrendered to the use of the will’ or similar phraseology.

Customary tenants for life held the land only for their lifetime or for a set number of ‘lives’. A life was generally 7 years and the usual format was for three lives, namely the tenant, his wife and one of the children. At the end of the three lives, the land reverted to the lord who could re-let it to different tenants.

Freeholders and copyholders could also hold land by lease. Leasehold tenure evolved from the yearly rental of demesne land. The lord could set his own terms outside the manor customs. Rents were set at market value and reviews allowed. 

Newly cultivated land could also be let on a lease. The modern lease was generally for 21 years or three lives whereas early leases were granted on an annual basis. As leaseholds became more popular the lord of the manor inevitably persuaded his tenants to give up copyhold and take up a lease.

The escheat was the forfeiture of a tenancy on the tenant’s death without an heir or if the tenant was convicted of a felony or otherwise in breach of his manorial obligations. The use of escheats became a particular problem during the Civil War period.

Some tenants had very few rights. These were known as ‘tenants at will’ and were the poorest people or interlopers from elsewhere who squatted on the fringes of the manorial land and built a shelter. Once identified by the manorial officials, they were subject to a rental but they had no rights and were only allowed to stay ‘at the will of the lord’. As they usually worked at cultivating the land and providing an income contributing to the economy of the community, the lord allowed them to stay unless they failed to pay the rent or caused a nuisance.

Sub-tenants occupied and worked the land on behalf of the official tenants. Manorial tenants had the implied right to sub-let subject to approval and provided the official tenant paid the rent and the sub-tenant did not infringe any of the manor customs. Because the sub-tenancy was usually a verbal agreement between the manor tenant of the sub-tenant there are very few records of sub-tenants as they were not required to be recorded in the court records of the manor. An agricultural labourer could be both a customary tenant and a sub-tenant working land for another tenant of the manor.

Records of the manor of interest to anyone with an agricultural labourer ancestor fall into two categories, financial records and records of the manorial courts and customs of the manor.


Manorial Court records

One of the most interesting aspects of manor court records is the insight they can provide into the day-to-day lives of ordinary labouring people. In many areas the agricultural routine was regulated by the manor court, but this may not be directly obvious from the court rolls. The routine did not directly involve the lord’s financial interest, which was the main purpose of the court record. From these records some indication of the seasonal routine can be deduced, along with the working of the open field system. Information on animals kept and crops grown can be gathered from recording of strays and from debt/rental litigation. Those elected to hold manorial office or those serving on a jury can indicate a degree of prominence in the community. Misdemeanours like affrays and assaults show also show temporary breakdown in relationships. Land transfers can reveal information on the nature of land tenure, inheritance patterns, provision for dependents and sub-letting of land. There may be details of the holdings themselves or clues to their location, sometimes by identified by landmarks which still exist such as next to the church etc. It may be possible to observe an increase in closes or references to land taken in from the commons. Most records are name-rich.

Manorial tenants were supposed to attend at both the Court Leet and Court Baron. Although they were originally two separate and distinct courts, they had frequently merged by the late 17th century. Until 1734 the records were in Latin with early ones on parchment, sewn together as rolls, hence court rolls. From 1734 they are usually in book form in English, some with name rich indexes.

Without a manor court there was no manor. The whole manorial system was managed through the courts. Manorial courts had a dual role; that of administration and land transfer through an admission and surrender system and also to deal with minor criminal and civil offences as well as electing a variety of court officials. All tenants of the manor which included ordinary agricultural labourers were required to attend courts and were fined if they did not do so.

The court baron was the principal court. It administered the customs of the manor and dealt with any offences against it. It also recorded the surrender and admission to copyhold land, held of the manor. It dealt with various matters affecting the local community, such as the regulation of agricultural affairs, the enforcement of labour services, the administration of justice for minor crimes, and the election of local officials. A court baron would typically have been held every three or four weeks, although for some manors the gap between courts could have been much larger.

The court leet was more concerned with the enforcement of law and order and represented the transfer of jurisdiction normally exercised in the royal courts to the local, manorial lord. It inspected the working of the frankpledge - a system of mutual responsibility for the maintenance of law and order. This is often referred to as the ‘view of frankpledge’. It would also try offences such as assaults, obstruction of highways, or the breaking of the assize of bread and ale. It might also deal with the election of local officials such as constables. The court leet was normally held every six months.

There are many records of the manorial system which will be of value. Not all manorial records survive and if they do some may be in private hands and there is no compulsion upon custodians to allow public access. The use of the Manorial Documents Register (MDR) held at The National Archives (with part online) is essential to establish the whereabouts of such records. There may be more than one manor in a parish or a manor may cover more than one parish. Searching by parish in the MDR will enable the names of manors covering the area to be established.

Other useful records besides those of the courts are as follows:


Custumals

These were a survey of rents, services and other obligations owed by tenants to the lord of the manor, and also of the rights and obligations of the lord. In effect they were the ‘bye laws’ of the manor. They might sometimes begin with a recital of the ‘customs’ of the manor. They formed a legal and theoretical record of rights and obligations and as time went on, the services and produce listed in them might be commuted to monetary payments. The ‘customs’ by their nature would vary significantly from manor to manor.


Extents

This is a description of all the items and lands of the manor. The valuation was essential to ascertain what fee or cost equipment or items could be hired or leased out at. Mills, demesne lands, tenants’ rents and services were all covered. An extent was also created on the death of the lord, for taxation purposes. The extent started to become a detailed valuation of the medieval manor; its lands and tenancies.

Extents follow a set format, listing the most valuable assets first, usually the manor house and demesne land and then the larger holdings right down to the smallest tenancy. Values set out in the extent related to the amount that could be expected for a single year’s lease. By establishing an annual value, the lord could decide which pieces of the manor could be made more profitable. There was no capital value given for the whole manor, as the valuation reflected the amount of money that would be realised if the whole manor were leased for one year.


Rentals

This is a valuable source of information as it contains a list of all the manorial tenants with a description of their holdings and the rent that they paid, which could have been in cash or kind. Rentals may only have been made at the time of the change of a Lord of the Manor. However, they only give a ‘snapshot’ view of the tenants and the amount of rent owed by each.

Documents detailing rents on their own were required by both the present or absent lord of the manor to account for the rents received. These are frequently referred to as Rent Rolls or Rentals and they show the amounts actually paid, rather than those due and if the rentals list them over a period of years, they can help determine how long a person was a tenant of the manor.

A rental will normally contain names of freehold, leasehold and copyhold tenants and include the whole manor. In some cases, all the rentals for an estate which may comprise several manors in different locations may be grouped together which can be very useful since it provides clues as to why an agricultural labourer may have moved from one area to another. Manorial tenants often moved within the lands held by one lord.

Some tenant services commuted to money were known as ‘quit rents’, the majority of which were in for labour service commuted to a cash payment. Tenants were ‘quit of their service’ by making the payment. Usually quit rent rolls are just lists of payments received from tenants and can prove someone was a tenant at a particular time. They may also contain details of the house or land of the tenant.


Accounts

Like all administrations it was necessary to keep records of financial transactions. The manor was no exception. Records of all income and expenditure were maintained by the steward or bailiff and covered a single year usually conforming to the ‘agricultural year’ from Michaelmas (29 September). It included all rents, fines and premiums.


Maps and surveys

Periodically surveyors or cartographers were employed to provide maps of the extent of the manor, detailing holdings and boundaries and accompanied in many cases by the survey notations of holdings. Topographical features are included and although maps may not have been very frequently produced, they are of great value where they exist, particularly if contemporary to your agricultural labourers’ lives. It is not always easy to establish the extent of a manor just by reading a survey description. In such cases a contemporary map would also be useful for interpretation.


Attendance rolls

At each of the courts an attendance roll was kept of all the manorial tenants. It was basically a register and used to administer fines for non-attendance. However, depending upon the frequency with which the courts met (which was usually two or more times a year) they form a very good census of inhabitants and it is possible through their use to determine when someone misses or ceases to attend completely which would imply death or moving out and so on.


Admission and surrender

The role of the Court Baron was to administer the affairs of the agricultural estate and one of its duties was to accept new tenants of the manor and record surrenders, either after the death of a tenant or by someone moving out. In areas where the courts remained active in this role, the information can be extremely helpful in determining mobility and also the succession of a family. Each admission or surrender would be noted in the court records, usually with margin notations, which would be self-explanatory.

As part of the admission process, you may come across a ceremony referred to as ‘by the Rod’. This was a custom of physically handing over a pole or rod of wood to the lord of the manor who then passed it over to the new tenant, finalising the transfer of the land. After the transfer took place, an account of the surrender and admission was written into the court roll and a copy given to the tenant. Admissions and surrenders are extremely useful to the researcher because often a date of death of the previous tenant is given, as well as family relationships.

If a tenant needed a monetary loan he could make a conditional surrender of his copyhold as a type of mortgage in exchange for money and if the tenant defaulted the person making the loan could keep the property, subject of course to the will of the lord.

Examples of margin notes for admissions and surrenders;

Admission: The admission of Francis Taylor (an agricultural labourer) on the surrender and will of John Taylor his late uncle deceased. Rent 4s.6d.
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52. Admission of Francis Taylor a local farmer at Wilden, Bedfordshire.

The main content of the record would then take a more or less standard format depending upon the custom of the manor and would be something similar to the following:

‘Unto this court came Frederick Oliver one of the customary tenants of this manor by Thomas Lett Esq and prayed of the Lord of the Manor to be admitted tenant to all that customary messuage or tenement garden and land with appurtenances thereunto belonging called or known as Vine Farm cottage formerly held of the said manor by Frederick Oliver father of the said Frederick Oliver who died on or about the 13 February 1843... And so, he is admitted tenant thereof by a fine of Ten Pounds and a rent of two shillings being the extended annual rent.’


View of Frankpledge

A significant amount of genealogical information is contained in the admission and surrender records, which cannot be ignored as they can from reviewing the ‘View of Frankpledge’.
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53. A view of Frankpledge c 1625.

The ‘view of frankpledge’ was a ‘brother’s keeper’ system of law and order, whereby ten neighbours would take responsibility for their own security and good behaviour by standing surety for each other. The Frankpledge was self-policing, and if one of them did wrong the other nine were to be held to account. In the medieval period, the Sheriff of the county had responsibility for law and order in each county and held a court at which a representative of each Frankpledge would attend. The groups of men were called tithings, and the representative was the Tithing Man, or Headborough.

The lord held twice yearly inspection of the tithings and this was usually incorporated into the appropriate court leet session as the ‘view of frankpledge’. The tithing-man would therefore report to the manor court. Every male over the age of 12 was involved and should be listed, which is why it is very important for research. 

They were also responsible for bringing any miscreants to the manorial court to face charges. By the time of the Tudors however, frankpledge was the same as the court leet. Although the older system of tithings disappeared the view of frankpledge existed in the manorial courts and the term tithing-man still appeared in early 20th century records. Frankpledge never existed in many Northern counties, Cheshire, Shropshire and Herefordshire.

There are of course certain reservations in using manorial records and they should not be used in isolation. The records of the larger manors or those with early ecclesiastical connections are more likely to survive than those of the smaller manors. It would be wrong to assume that because the MDR indicates records covering a certain period exist, that all the records are available, the quality of records also varies, as does the extent of content, and you may not find all the answers. Records may contain large amounts of information but only brief details on your particular ancestor. Manorial records can be a very useful source of information that cannot be ignored. 

The greater the number of different sources used the better your understanding will be of the locality and people. Manor court records might suggest things that could be investigated through other sources, or substantiate or call into question conclusions drawn from those sources. What must be kept in mind throughout is that not everything that happened in the day to day life of the manor was recorded. Similarly changes in what was recorded do not necessarily reflect changes that were actually occurring. There is great variation between different scribes and periods in the amount of detail provided. It is also wise to remember that scribes could make mistakes, particularly as they were usually drawing up fair copies from notes made during the proceedings. The records are a rich resource for family history. 

Sometimes manorial records can be rather off-putting to researchers because of the challenges involved in using them. The significant challenges relate directly to handwriting and language. Until 1733, manorial records were usually kept in Latin. The form of the Latin used was often very contracted or abbreviated, and the type of handwriting used would vary from period to period.

They tended to be highly formulaic and adhere to a very standardised order and terminology but don’t be put off by them. You will need some ability to read older forms of handwriting, and will need to be familiar with the standard formats and vocabularies. However, armed with this knowledge, they will reveal a surprising amount of information.


The enclosure of land

Until the eighteenth century Britain was basically rural and agrarian and the majority of the population resided in villages or small market towns. The normal agricultural system within each village dates back to the manorial system and meant that there would be three or four very large fields divided into a number of strips. Each tenant would hold one or two strips in each field. Another area of land, the common, would be set aside for common grazing. There would also be waste ground and woodland. Crops would be rotated. Each year, one field would be growing wheat, one barley, and the third would lie fallow, the system rotating through three years. It was not a very efficient system of farming but generally served the population whilst it remained small.

Enclosure was a ‘revolution’ in the way farming was practiced and required a system of farming smaller, enclosed fields next to each other, which were worked by just one person as a farm or smallholding. It was also a huge change both legally and socially.

Before 1740 enclosures were voluntary but after 1750 enclosures were only by separate Act of Parliament thus allowing proper legal transfer. It also allowed the lands of an entire village to be enclosed. Any opposition had to be considered, but generally the, larger landowners profited at the expense of smaller.

The main period of enclosure was 1750-1850, when there were around four thousand separate Enclosure Acts mainly affecting areas south of the Severn/Trent geographic line. Many such acts were passed during the 1760s-1780s and during the French Wars c1793-1815, when agricultural prices were high and food imports difficult.

The practice of enclosure took away the right to common land and turned the old strip farming fields into single fields, often turning arable into pasture, or changing the way an area was farmed. This was so that agricultural yields could be improved. Not only were the fields enclosed, but the commons and waste land too. This meant that small tenant farmers had nowhere to graze their animals and being disposessed many became agricultural labourers working for the prominent landowners.

For the most part, enclosure was brought about by groups of like-minded landowners who wanted to improve farming and consolidate their holdings by way of a formal agreement. 

In some counties the enclosures happened very early on and in others it did not happen until the 18th or even 19th century. Peasants’ hovels and untidy groups of buildings were removed as part of the process.

The formal agreement process started with four men being appointed as arbitrators. Both sides put forward their complaints and claims to the arbitrators who considered the evidence. Unlike the later Parliamentary enclosures, these formal enclosures were often dealt with rapidly very often within a couple of months. The whole process aimed to have an amicable arrangement carried out to the benefit of everyone involved.

Major scientific advances about land fertility also occurred so the three-year rotation became a four year one of wheat-turnips-barley-clover and the fallow year was omitted.

By 1850, Britain was no longer predominantly a rural society. The population had grown and shifted to the towns and cities built out of the Industrial Revolution. Many farm workers also emigrated. Rural depopulation had well and truly occurred. Enclosures changed the face of the landscape as much as the Industrial Revolution did.

Although perhaps more to do with the farmer and landowner than the agricultural labourer, land enclosure had the greatest effect on the lives of a labourer and his family. Its prime purpose was to establish an efficient layout of fields and farms irrespective of whether they were rented or owned. Effectively the open field village which had existed from the feudal period disappeared when the individual strips of land on which our ancestors would have had rights were gathered into manageable fields surrounded by fencing or hedging. 

Enclosure required an Act of Parliament and was usually instigated in a particular village by the landowners who submitted a petition in favour of enclosure for their village. Such notices were posted in the parish, usually on the church notice board allowing anyone to object.

At the start of the enclosure system few regulations were in place which was a concern in Parliament. Because a large number of enclosures were taking place a survey was carried out resulting in new legislation whereby a formal enclosure agreement was required to be drawn up. Some early Acts of Parliament for enclosure were passed in the 17th century, mostly for drainage of fen land. By 1750 any enclosure concerned with the loss of common land was executed out under a Private Act which although delaying the process introduced safeguards for labouring tenants with common rights.

Enclosure by Act of Parliament dealt with the removal of the open field system and consolidation of farm holdings and extinguished common rights replacing them with an allotment of land.

After 1600 copyholds were protected by law but no new copyholds could be established, only extinguished. In 1841 Parliament passed the Copyhold Act followed by the 1852 Copyhold Act which allowed tenants the right to demand enfranchisement of their copyhold land to a freehold. At the same time copyholds for lives became leasehold interests. Accordingly, many enfranchisements date from the mid-19th century. 

However, many did not enfranchise at that point and copyhold tenure was finally abolished by the Law of Property Act of 1925.

Assuming there were no objections, which was usually the case because the agricultural labouring community feared consequences if they did, the Bill was passed and then the appointed enclosure commissioners of which there were normally three, would visit the village and adjudicate relating to the distribution of the land. They also decided upon the fencing, any rights of way and the ownership of woodlands.

Enclosure took almost a century to evolve throughout the country and millions of acres of land were ultimately enclosed. The small farmer, the cottager and the agricultural labourer suffered as a result. Most became landless and ended up working for the large farmers.

Because of the intensity of the system, a large number of records were generated which revolved around enclosure awards and maps were normally held in county record offices amongst the Quarter Session papers which include: awards and plans, details of any interim awards, agreements of varying kinds, minute books of the enclosure commissioners assigned to the village, copies of the actual enclosure acts and copies of the awards. In many of the private estate papers there are also copies of enclosure maps, some pre and some post-enclosure, and maybe correspondence of the time between estate owner and commissioners.


Enclosure maps

These are large scale plans and maps and need to be used in conjunction with the awards. In some cases, a map does not exist with the award but where they do, they show old enclosures, boundaries, roads and footpaths, allotments for public use as well as detail about the lands in the village which have been or are about to be enclosed. The maps were not common for enclosures before the 1770s and in reality, most deposited maps date from the early 1800s. They vary in size, accuracy and detail.

The maps provide a record of parish and township boundaries before major changes took place, of enclosed and open fields, of farms and settlement forms, and of rural land ownership. Enclosure maps were instruments of land reorganisation which both reflected and consolidated the power of those who commissioned them.

This UK Data Archive website ‘Enclosure maps of England and Wales 1595-1918’ contains a fully searchable and descriptive catalogue of all the parliamentary and non-parliamentary enclosure maps available in public archives and libraries.


Enclosure awards

Traditional agriculture involved yeomen and tenants farming small areas of land intermixed in open fields and cultivated according to common agreement. The village might also have uncultivated common land used for rough grazing, fuel-gathering and timber which were very much the domain of the agricultural labourer and his family.

Enclosure was the process by which the various strips of each owner were reorganized and consolidated into separate holdings, fenced off from the land of their neighbours. Where there were commons, this land too could be divided up between those who had rights to use it. The process made agriculture more efficient and it also exerted a major impact upon the communities affected.

For many early enclosures there are no formal records. However, there may be references in private estate or manorial records. Controversial enclosures, particularly those which were resisted by force may have resulted in legal proceedings usually before local law courts or occasionally in the exchequer courts such as the Star Chamber or Court of Requests. The Exchequer Court’s jurisdiction over enclosures may also involve the commutation of tithes and vice-versa. 

Very early on in the enclosure process there were commissions of enquiry relating to enclosures and particularly rural depopulation. Aggrieved parties sometimes petitioned the Privy Council for redress and some illegal enclosures and the pardons for having done so can be seen in the Patent Rolls held at The National Archives, particularly series C66.

After the mid-16th century, enclosures were frequently enrolled in the Chancery and Exchequer Equity Courts, but some of these were fictitious quarrels to bring the case before the court with many settlements taking place by agreement. Chancery Decrees are in the Decree Rolls in series C78. Exchequer Decrees were not separately enrolled but might be in the Remembrancers’ Rolls in series E368 or 159. Some decrees are recorded in the Entry Books in series E123-131. Using Discovery before you visit The National Archives is vital. 

For most however, the process began with specific landowners in a community obtaining a local Act of Parliament authorising the appointment of a commissioner, usually a local man, who was often a surveyor. He would investigate the rights of each owner, survey the land, allocate fields to owners and lay out new roads. Their final decision was then embodied in a formal written document, the ‘enclosure award’, which from the later eighteenth century was often accompanied by a map.

An enclosure award gives an overview of a community at a crucial moment in its history. For family historians, enclosure awards give the names of the landowners who owned land at the date of the enclosure and identifies the land which they owned. The same information is just as important, from another perspective, to local historians, who will also be aware that the process of enclosure usually made major changes to the local landscape.

Sometimes, enclosure was used as the opportunity for extinguishing tithes by allocating land to the tithe-owner in lieu of tithe-payments. See also the webpage on Tithes.

These are the legal documents which show the results of the commissioner’s adjudications. Most include in their preamble the Act which allowed the enclosure in the first instance. The award will include a schedule listing all the land allocations to individuals and includes:

•  Name of person to whom the award was made
•  The number which corresponds with that on the map
•  The area of land
•  Type of tenure (which was normally copyhold or freehold)
•  Rent.

Every Act of Parliament specified that the award should be enrolled and this usually meant that it was incorporated into the records of the Clerk of the Peace. The Acts did not lay down the enclosure of land but merely appointed commissioners to undertake the task. As such they are not particularly useful to family historians except perhaps for background information. The records of the enclosure commissioners, after the mid-1840s, are held at The National Archives.

The enclosure map was drawn up to show what land was affected by the Enclosure Act.

There is no set format for the enclosure maps because each map was drawn up under its own Act of Parliament. Enclosure maps are accurate surveys and can be compared with later maps and aerial photographs. It is usual for the names of landowners to be written on to the map but the names of occupiers are not usually shown. However there are exceptions.

Parliamentary Enclosure Acts often included other changes apart from the enclosure of open or common land. Landowners exchanged areas of land among themselves, usually to group their holdings more closely together. Public roads, bridleways and paths were laid out and distinguished from private ones. Where a common was being enclosed, a piece would normally be reserved for the poor to graze their pig, gather fuel and to ‘farm’ in their own right.

In order to see what was happening a map is often more descriptive than the award. The scales used by the surveyors on the enclosure maps vary between five and eight chains to 1 inch which is quite a large scale. Occasionally smaller or larger scales are found. 

The coverage of each map may vary. Most enclosure maps cover the entire parish but a small number, especially the later ones, only cover the areas of common to be enclosed.

Enclosure awards vary in format. Many pre-nineteenth century awards are long, contain a lot of legal jargon and are written on large parchment sheets sewn together to make a long roll. Few of these are accompanied by a map and as such include detailed wordy descriptions of the location of the areas enclosed which are sometimes difficult to determine. By the end of the eighteenth-century, awards usually included a map which meant that the descriptions in the awards were less detailed and usually easier to identify using both the award and the map. The majority of the later awards were written on parchment although some may be in books. Most awards were written in English normally using legal hand.

Like most legal documents a formulary is used for identification purposes beginning with ‘To all to whom these presents shall come’ followed by the names of the enclosure commissioners and the local landowners. The background to the award is then given followed by the detail of the award using the formulary ‘Now therefore’. This part is the most interesting and informative as it details such things as roads, public footpaths, drainage and watercourses, gravel pits etc some of which will have been created by the enclosure. The main part of the award will be of interest to family historians as it provides details of the allotments and names those to whom they were allotted. There is usually a hierarchal order in the list of names depending upon status within the area of enclosure and beginning with the lord of the manor or prominent landowner and ending with the cottagers and labourers. That list includes the locations and acreages of each of the plots that they were awarded. Each award was then dated and signed. In some record offices there are indexes and finding aids to enable easy access to the awards.

At least two copies of each award were made: one deposited with the parish and normally found within the Parish chest records and the other with the Quarter Sessions records. In some areas another copy was produced for the local landowners and if this survives it is often found within the deposited estate and family papers which may also contain other supporting correspondence and documents as a background to the enclosure.

All Acts of Parliament relating to enclosure are held by the Parliamentary Archives and can be accessed using their online catalogue.


Tithe redemption

To some extent the records associated with tithe redemption are closely connected to the results of enclosure. Originally tithes were payments in kind which in theory were payable on all things rising from the ground, all things produced by man’s labour on the ground and all things nourished by the ground. 

From the earliest times monetary substitutes were often accepted and such a system was generally stimulated after enclosure. The main objective of enclosure was to do away with the need to pay tithes and often the tithe award delineated the area on which a monetary payment should be made.

Because enclosure was locally based, most of the land had been enclosed by 1836 but it did not mean that tithes had stopped being paid to the local church. However, to standardise the system throughout the country the government introduced tithe commutation. Tithe Commissioners were appointed under the Tithe Redemption Act 1836 to oversee the substitution of money for goods. These were severally known as corn rents and tithe rent charges, but existing corn rents were left in place virtually unaffected by the legislation.


Tithe maps and apportionments

The introduction of the Tithe Commutation Act of 1836 meant that perhaps the first survey since the Domesday Book was taken of the land ownership and occupancy, land use and sizes, and the rents to be paid. This affected everyone no matter what social class they belonged to and many were recorded in the Tithe Records giving us a fascinating snapshot of a period in English agrarian history. The Tithe Records are an enhancement to Census, parish records and early civil registration records providing additional clues in the genealogical jigsaw to give a valuable social and geographical insight into the lives of our Victorian ancestors.

The work of the commissioners necessitated the generation of maps and associated records in the form of tithe apportionments, which today are held in class IR29 at The National Archives. Both the map and the apportionment constitute a single document and should be used together although they are not held together in the same class of document.

The apportionments tended to follow a general format because the Act required certain elements to be recorded. These are extremely useful because they record:

• Name of landowner
• Name of occupier
• The number corresponding with that on the map
• Area of land and state of cultivation
• Rent charge and tithe owner.
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54. Tithe apportionment.

These worked on much the same basis as enclosure awards.

In finding our agricultural labouring ancestors the occupier column will be important and subsequently the name of the owner, as these pieces of information will provide a way in to other records.

The maps were not necessarily deemed to be a true record of the area of each piece of land as they were not standardised. The cost of production was borne by the landowner and if they could not afford the services of a professional cartographer then the basis of the map was that of a sketch map. Tithe Maps are not as uniform as the apportionments varying greatly in scale, accuracy and size. At the outset, the Tithe Commissioners had attempted to secure a uniform and high standard. However, in most cases there was no suitable map already in existence, and while there were many skilled land surveyors available, the expense of any new survey had to be met by the landowners. Insistence upon a fixed standard would have held up the progress of commutation, so concessions had to be made.

Understanding tithe maps is not always straightforward. The Tithe Commission in London supplied local surveyors with details of how the finished maps should look and what they should contain. Unfortunately, few surveyors followed all these instructions with the result that the maps vary in style as well as in scale and quality. The tithe maps also depict a landscape, which is often very different from what we recognise today.

In order to get the best out of your research it is useful to note some pointers particularly in regard to their orientation, scale and notation.

Each map should show a compass to enable you to get your bearings. Tithe maps were not always drawn with north pointing to the top of the page.
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55. Tithe map.

The scale used on a tithe map is usually written as a number of chains on the ground equalling an inch on the map. One chain, for the uninitiated since we changed to metric measurement, represents 22 yards. A variety of scales were used ranging from 1 chain to 1 inch to 12 chains to 1 inch. Scale was usually in the form of a ‘ruler’ at the bottom of the map.

Different surveyors had different styles. There are some common features to most tithe maps. When maps are coloured, inhabited buildings are usually red and uninhabited buildings black. On non-coloured maps houses were made more prominent, usually by heavier shading or solid black filling. The water features, e.g. rivers, streams, ponds etc. are shown by the use of blue colouring or outlining. Public roads are often coloured brown. Hedges and fences are sometimes shown by pictorial symbols. The symbols may point to properties and thus indicate ownership of the hedge or fence with a ‘T’ similar to those symbols used on legal conveyance plans.

There are some discrepancies between map and apportionment. One thing which is important to remember is that these documents were working documents and may not be in a very good state of repair or may be subsequently annotated with information which does not correspond on both documents. Many of the maps in series IR30 at The National Archives have been microfilmed to prevent further deterioration when in use.

Because two copies were made of the original, many have found their way into county record offices because one copy was deposited at diocesan level and the second usually with the churchwardens of the parish to which they relate. Many such documents have been microfilmed, and in some areas do not survive locally so it becomes necessary to research at The National Archives.

The original Act was amended in 1837 and a provision was inserted that every tithe map should be signed by the Commissioners but should not be deemed evidence of the quantity of the land, or treated as accurate, unless it was sealed as well as signed by the Commissioners.

Only 1,900 tithe maps were sealed by the Tithe Commissioners amounting to about 15% of the total and are the only ones that can be accepted as accurate. The other maps constitute a very mixed collection with some being little more than sketches.

The numbers on the maps correspond to those in the schedules to the apportionments but are not consecutive. There are however some anomalies in interpretation of the tithe records. The same tithe numbers may be duplicated upon a tithe map due mainly to the fact that more than one township was incorporated within the same tithe district. A different series of numbers may also be differentiated by letters in the original apportionment or in subsequent altered apportionments. You need to make sure that all the information, including any prefixes or suffixes correspondence in the apportionment and on the map.

Many tithe maps were heavily used and fell into disrepair. Some were copied by the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, and the copies rather than the original maps now form series IR30. The original maps, known as Tithe Maps Supplementary are in series IR77. Duplicate maps are not always the same and some have been deemed unfit for production.

You can view the tithe records on line at The Genealogist website. Many counties have undertaken projects associated with the transcription or digitisation of tithe records. In Hertfordshire for example they have an index to the county tithe awards available through their Hertfordshire Names Online. The maps have all been digitised and can be obtained on CD from the archives. It is also worth looking at village history websites as again many have digitised these maps and schedules and included them on their websites.


Land tax assessments

Land Tax was introduced as an emergency measure in 1692 to help finance our war with France. It was amongst a number of personal taxes to raise revenue by taxing personal estate, public offices and land. It was calculated on the rental values of land held and originally individual tax assessments were made. However, in 1697/98 fixed quotas were established for each county. Northern counties were taxed less than many southern counties. Land Tax Commissioners were appointed for each county and quotas were apportioned by Hundred and then through individual parishes.

Assessors were also appointed for every parish who made minor adjustments to the tax quotas at local level within a parish. In the 1690s, the tax accounted for around 35% of exchequer income so was pretty substantial. Because the quotas never increased the tax settled at four shillings in the pound. As time progresses the proportion lessened and by the 1820 accounted for a much smaller proportion of revenue.

The tax was voted on annually and from 1702, the legislation became known as the Land Tax. In 1745 the act specified that freeholders would be entitled to vote if they were assessed for the Land Tax. Because payment of Land Tax qualified the payee to vote in parliamentary elections, Clerks of the Peace were required to maintain copies of the parish assessments to compile poll books for parliamentary elections. As such many counties have excellent Land Tax records covering the period 1780 to 1832. In some areas returns outside this period have also survived within the Quarter Sessions records.

It is not always obvious from the assessments who are landowners and proprietors and who are tenants or occupiers. Interestingly enough although landowners were liable to pay the tax, it was frequently their tenants who actually paid the tax with some getting a rebate from their landlords. In early assessments some people may have been copyholders or those with substantial leaseholders rather than the freeholders. One disadvantage is that properties are not usually described in detail although you can sometimes find out if the assessment included buildings as the description may indicate such.

The Land Tax assessments can be useful for genealogists and family historians. It provides an annual list of proprietors and, in theory, the names of the actual occupiers in each parish. Because the list is annual, arrival and departure dates of an individual or family can sometimes be tracked by examining consecutive years of Land Tax assessments. It can also be an indicator of inheritance, and thus, death of an individual. You can often differentiate between various pieces of property by the amount of the tax assessed. Persons with a long-term lease or copyhold may be named as the proprietor. The economic status of an ancestor in comparison with their neighbours can be inferred from the tax list. Unfortunately, not all the records have survived. Land Tax assessments become more valuable and meaningful when used in conjunction with other manorial and other estate records.

There are however a few drawbacks to using Land Tax assessments.

Their survival rate is low for the early years that the tax was collected. From 1780 to 1832, the survival rate is much more uniform. Post-1832 assessments may contain incomplete lists of owners and occupiers. Names in the tax lists are usually males not necessarily connected with family members. This increases the risk of identifying the wrong ancestor. If a widow remarried, her property will frequently be listed in the name of her latest husband. Like all lists the names of proprietors may have been slightly historic or out of date.

The Land Tax Redemption Office was created in 1798, when the tax became a permanent charge, which could be redeemed by a lump sum payment and landowners were thus exonerated. The lump sum payment required to exonerate was equivalent to 15 years’ tax. In some cases, this tax redemption could be made by buying government stock bonds as the yield on these exceeded the tax owed. For a very short period 1798 to 1802 the tax could also be redeemed by third parties. Land Tax was abolished under the 1963 Finance Act.

The National Archives holds the assessments for England and Wales in series IR23 which covers all parishes for 1798. They list landowners and their head tenants, but few include details of any sub-tenants so some occupiers may not be listed.

Another useful set of documents relates to the Land Tax redemption certificates again held by The National Archives in series IR 24. These provide more details of the property with brief descriptions of the type of the land, (including houses) with their tenants listed. You may even be lucky enough to locate a plan of the property in question.

Because of regional variations between Land Tax payments and acreages it is not always possible to compare locations even within the same county. Even land of the same acreage might not be taxed at the same amount, as it may depend on how the land was used and its yields for that purpose.

The records particularly those between 1780 and 1832 should always be compared with the tithe and enclosure records as well as estate rentals and surveys. The Land Tax returns are a valuable resource if your ancestor was the farmer as they can help identify land ownership trends.


National Farm Survey

Although not directly connected with actual ownership or tenancy of land, the survey is a useful tool for those tracing 20th century agricultural workers and their whereabouts. Shortly after the outbreak of the Second World War Britain had an urgent requirement to increase home food production, as imports were significantly curtailed. Land under cultivation had to be increased significantly and quickly. The government set up committees in each county affectionately known as ‘County War Ags’ who organised a farm survey undertaken between 1940 and 1941 to enable uncultivated land to be farmed and to improve cultivation on poor farms.

When the objective of increasing food production had been met a more general National Farm Survey was undertaken between 1941 and 1943, to form the basis of post-war planning and become a permanent, comprehensive record of the conditions of all farms in England and Wales.

Every farm or smallholding of five acres and more was surveyed, including market gardens, and poultry farms.

The National Farm Survey consists of: a series of forms for every farm, completed by farmers and inspectors and a set of maps based on Ordnance Survey, showing the land belonging to each farm. Each farm document is uniquely numbered. National Farm Survey records are not currently available online. 

When researching both the forms and the maps need to be consulted together but they are not filed together being in two separate series. It is a good idea to consult the map first particularly if you do not know the name or parish of your farm and to obtain the survey’s individual farm code. The maps are effectively an index to the individual farm records. Once identified each individual farm record contains up to four forms. Each form gives:

the name of the farmer and address of the farm, the parish and farm code. Three of these forms show details of small fruit, vegetables, and stocks of hay and straw agricultural land labour, engines, rent and length of occupancy. 

The fourth form which is the Primary Farm Survey was completed by an inspector who visited the farm and interviewed the farmer. The Primary Farm Survey has four sections: ‘tenure’, stating whether the farmer was a tenant or owner, full or part time; ‘conditions of farm’, assessing farm layout, soil type, condition of buildings and roads, and the degree of infestation with weeds or pests; water and electricity provision; ‘management’, in which the inspector had to classify the farm depending how well resources were managed.
[image: ]
56. Farm Survey map.
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57. Extract from a farm survey report.

Appendix


Royal Commissions on labour

During 1893 and 1894 there was a Royal Commission set up to look at the conditions associated with labour generally but a large proportion examined the plight of the rural labour force and in particular the agricultural labourer. Each commissioner produced reports which have been published.

In a similar way to the Royal Commission on the New Poor Law in the early 1830s this commission was required to look at ways of improving the efficiency of the labour force, not just on the land but in industry as well. Its conclusions led to several Parliamentary bills around 1900 which set out to do just that.

The reports of the commissioners, where they deal with agricultural labourers, looked at the situation usually taking the Poor Law Union as its basis. Individual labourers were invited to attend meetings and were invited to speak freely about the aspects being discussed. The resulting reports, which provide a good background of late 19th century conditions, looked at the following aspects:

• The supply of labour
•Conditions of employment
• Wages and earnings
• Cottages
• Allotments
• Benefit societies
• Trade unions
• Relationships between employer and employee
• General conditions of the agricultural labourer.

Also, in the late 1860s and early 1870s there was a minor commission which examined the employment of children, young persons and women in agriculture in much the same way. This also makes excellent background reading for those interested in this particular aspect of agricultural work and provides more information to the family historian on contemporary ways of life.

These reports are available at the Parliamentary Archives and some published material is available in The National Archives reference library and at more local levels in local studies libraries.

I have a particular interest in Bedfordshire because this is the county of most of my agricultural labourer ancestors and interestingly enough as part of the Royal Commission, Mr William Bear, an assistant commissioner, investigated and reported findings relating to the Woburn Poor Law Union in central Bedfordshire. Reports of the commission which went around the country are worth reading for the areas of your ancestry. 

They follow a similar format and cover all areas of interest to family historians in putting the flesh on the bones and also in revealing what life was really like for our ancestors. Obviously, conditions and situations will vary from area to area but the following is just a few of the interesting elements of the Woburn Commission report. The report introduction generally describes the area and indicates the geographical extent, types of soil, the large estates and systems of husbandry employed.
[image: ]
58. Front cover of the Woburn Royal Commission report on Labour.

Information given relates to various headings as shown above but some of the useful detail is highlighted as follows: 

The rents for farms in this area varied between 20-30 shillings per acre for large farms but smallholding rents were noted to be higher. Some of the poorer yielding farms were rented below 15s. per acre.

Farmers were very conscious of the value of labour and did not employ more than was needed. Some of the husbandry was poor with evidence of manure-less fields and lower yields than expected. There was clearly a labour shortage in most of the parishes of the union because of the lack of boys and younger able-bodied men. Old cottages, many uninhabitable, were being demolished and not replaced resulting in an enforced move out of labour force. No evidence existed of the immigration of seasonal farm workers. Numbers of seasonal workers was declining and only a few itinerant Irishmen attended at the harvest seasons. Many of the younger population had left the district so productivity of the older labourers was not as high. The area was unable to attract labourers with skills to attend livestock. Significant migration of young women from the area also played a part in the move out of young men looking to start a family. Better education also meant that many men were now treating farm labour with contempt and moving to other areas for employment off the farm.

Farm labourers in this location were engaged by the week but employment was regular. Usual hours were 6am - 6pm in summer and 7am till dark in winter with total daily meal breaks of 1½ hours. There were village and farm variations as one would expect. Summer day work was approx. 10 hours and winter day work around 8 hours. Horse keepers and stockmen and those involved in the dairy trade started at 5am. Some labourers also worked on Sundays for around ⅓ to ½ the weekday work time.

Few women worked on the farms as most were employed in straw plaiting. They were not even employed as dairymaids, which in this union was a job done by the wives and daughters of the farmers. Most milking was done by the male labourers. Boys employed as labourers begin work at 13 years of age although in some villages those as young as 10 years were employed.

Wages of an ordinary labourer was 11s. per week and 13s. if working Sundays. Carters, stockmen and shepherds earned more at 16-18s. per week. Very little piece work is used in the union. Overtime rates were around 3d. per hour with beer given (6pts) or 6d. where no beer given. There were other differential rates paid for doing other skilled and semi-skilled jobs so a labourer may possibly have earned 17s. a week if digging coprolite or working as woodman. There were also village variations.

Cottage accommodation varied greatly between villages. The Duke of Bedford pulled down three cottages and replaced only with one. Landowners owned very few cottages. Cottages were not on the farms and most labourers had a 2-3 mile walk to and from work. Cottages were built mostly of brick and tile but some villages traditionally had cottages of wattle and daub with thatch roofing. Cottage conditions varied. Some were exceptionally good but many were discreditably likened to inferior stables and lofts. Roofs were generally out of repair and outdoor closets exposed to rain and unfit for use. Most had an inadequate number of rooms - two-up two-down - but families were generally 8 - 10 people. Most labourers had allotments most of which were around 20 poles. Inclusive rents of cottage and allotment averaged at around 1s.4d. per week. Internal decoration was whitewash or colour wash. Few cottages had arrangements for ventilation other than the window. There was no fireplace or ventilation to bedrooms.

Drains existed for surface water and kitchen slops. Water closets were not common. Most were earth closets. Water supply was good but in some areas the town or village pump was the only means of supply. Cottages were let by the week or year. Notices to quit varied considerably. Rates were universally paid by the owners.

Employment relationships were generally fairly friendly. Morality was generally good and had improved in recent years. In the days of prosperous plaiting and lace making immorality was fairly high. Illegitimate child registration had decreased and now averages five per year within the union.

Less pauperism. Less distress, less disease. General condition of the labourer was better now than it ever was.


Changes affecting the countryside and the agricultural labourer

A Summary

1784 - The threshing machine was introduced.
1795 - Speenhamland.
1828 - The reaping machine was invented by Patrick Bell.
1830 - The Swing Riots.
1834 - Tolpuddle Martyrs sentenced to transportation. New Poor Law introduced which had far reaching effects on agricultural labouring communities.
1836 - Tithe Commutation Act which converted payment by 1⁄10th of the produce to a monetary rent charge.
c.1846 - Cheap wheat began to be imported from America and Canada as a result of the repeal of the long-standing Corn Laws.
1867 - Children under the age of eight years were prevented from working on the land as a result of the Agricultural Gangs Act.
1870 - The Education Act set up school boards to provide education but still it was not free.
1872 - The National Agricultural Labourers Union was formed and Joseph Arch was elected its leader.
1873 - The Agricultural Children’s Act prevented all children under the age of eight years working on farms.
c1875 - The start of the agricultural depression. It lasted approximately 20 years.
1876 - The Education Act made it the duty of each parent to see that their children attended school. Four years later (1880) this became compulsory.
1884 - Country people received voting rights under the Representation of the People Act.


Parliamentary papers relating to agricultural labourers

Throughout the Victorian period Parliament was far from inactive in improving the lives of agricultural labourers. There were many Bills and amendments which resulted in Acts enabling labourers to improve their conditions. Most of these can be accessed at the Parliamentary Archives or by subscription access at www.parlpapers.chadwyck.co.uk. This is free at The National Archives.

1824 - Bill for the better employment of labourers in agricultural parishes in winter season.
1825 - Abstract return of paying wages of labour out of Poor Rates.
1830 - Bill to promote employment of labouring poor by free hiring at fair and adequate wages (with amendments).
1831 - Bill for bettering conditions of agricultural poor.
1831 - Bill for encouraging employment of agricultural labourers.
1831 - Bill for better employment of labourers in agricultural parishes.
1833 - Return of parishes which have agreed plans for employment of poor.
1833 - Bill to amend Act for better employment of labourers in agricultural parishes.
1837 - Return of weekly diet of independent labourers, pauper marriages and illegitimate children in certain counties of England 1834-1838.
1843 - Correspondence and returns relative to removal of labourers from agricultural districts to manufacturing districts.
1843 - Reports of Special Assistant Poor Law Commissioners on employment of women and children in agriculture.
1860 - Bill to amend laws relating to servants in husbandry.
1861 - Returns of average rate of weekly earnings of agricultural labourers in Unions of England and Wales 1860-61.
1865 - Return of 821 agricultural parishes having decreased in houses and increased in population between 1851 and 1861 and in each census from 1801-1861.
1867 - Bill to provide for better education of children employed in agriculture 1867 Bill, entitled, Act for Regulating Agricultural gangs.
1867 - Royal Commission on employment of children, young persons and women in agriculture, first report.
1868 - Second report (as above).
1870 - Third and fourth reports (as above).
1872 - Bill to regulate employment of children in agriculture in England and Wales.
1873 - Bill to regulate employment of children in agriculture.
1875 - Bill to enable Public Works loan commissioners to make advances to limited owners of entailed estates and other landowners for building and improvements of labourers’ cottages in rural districts, repayable by rent charge on inheritance.
1875 - Correspondence between Home Office and Justices of the Quarter Sessions relative to operation of the Agricultural Children Act.
1876 - Papers relating to Mr Wilberforce (Prosecution by Agricultural Labourers Union).
1886 - Bill to amend bankruptcy law relating to agricultural labourers’ wages.
1887 - Bill amending law relating to payment of wages to agricultural labourers
1890 - Bill to confer powers on Rural Sanitary Authorities in respect of labourers’ cottages.
1892 - Bill to provide improved cottages for rural labourers.
1893 - Royal Commission on Labour (Agricultural Labourers) including Commissioners reports covering Scotland and Ireland as well as England and Wales.
1895 - Bill to amend Local Government Act 1894 to empower parish councils to provide or acquire cottages for agricultural labourers.
1900 - Bill to extend Benefits of Workmen’s Compensation Act 1897 to include agricultural labourers.
1900 - Report on wages and earnings of agricultural labourers in the United Kingdom.


The Museum of English Rural Life

Redlands Road, Reading, Berks RG1 5EX
Tel: 0118 378 8660
Email: merl@reading.ac.uk
https://merl.reading.ac.uk/merl-collections

It would be impossible to undertake research into agricultural labourer ancestors without being aware of and using the archive material held by the Museum of English Rural Life based at Reading in Berkshire.

Founded by the University of Reading in 1951, the Museum of English Rural Life (MERL) houses objects, archives, photographs, film and books, recording changes in the countryside and the lives of people in farming communities.

The museum’s website is excellent - attractive, easy to use and navigate, with plenty of useful information presented in a visually - stimulating, digestible way. It almost makes up for the paucity of other sites on this research topic.

Most useful for family history purposes is the Internet Farm and Countryside Explorer section (INTERFACE), which gives an introduction to MERL’s collections along different themes. Under ‘General’, ‘Country People’ looks at the experiences of farmers and farm-workers, craftsmen, women and children over time. Sections are further divided into other topics - costume, home life, unions and friendly associations, for example - and by period, so it’s worth taking a bit of time to explore. You can also search the museum’s catalogue online to find out if it’s worth a visit. The database covers the main MERL collection (library, photographs, archives and objects) and the Bibliography of British and Irish Rural History. This can be used to discover more about the contents of material held by the library.


The Rural History Archives at MERL

The Museum is a renowned national repository and the archive comprises:

BUSINESS RECORDS: These include records of organisations connected with agriculture including old advertisements, catalogues etc. from mid-18th century and Victorian manufacturers.

FARM AND ESTATE RECORDS: There is an extensive collection of business records relating to farms and estates throughout the country. Most of these are catalogued on a county by county basis.

AGRICULTURAL ORGANISATIONS: Records of the major organisations connected with agriculture, mainly relating to farmers and not necessarily dealing with agricultural labourers but nevertheless significant for background reading.

THE NATIONAL AGRICULTURAL LABOURER’S UNION RECORDS: (and its successors). The records are not complete but contain much useful information.

AGRICULTURAL CO-OPERATIVES: These are a modern innovation; the records relate to trading co-operatives mainly in the 20th century.

DOCUMENT COLLECTIONS: They contain many records which relate to crafts and rural industries which our ancestors would also have been involved in, personal papers, diaries and information about agricultural research.

IMAGE COLLECTIONS: These collections include over 1,000,000 photographs from local collections in the area around Berkshire, collections from the farming press and professional agencies.

FARM MACHINERY AND ENGINEERING COLLECTIONS: As well as photographs there are brochures, illustrations and promotional material deposited from some established companies.

FILM and VIDEO COLLECTION: Most relate to 20th century materials but may be worth a browse.

OBJECT COLLECTIONS: These collections are primarily museum items but there is a reserve object collection. Most objects date from about the mid-1800s and include farm carts and wagons, ploughs, smocks, friendly society insignia as well as the more common items such as agricultural tools that would have been used by our ancestors, other items associated with the rural crafts and industries.

The library

A large collection of 50,000 specialist books, periodicals, journals etc. many of which are no longer in print, covering national and regional interests.

The reading room

This works in much the same way as a county record office with similar rules. It has facilities for 16 visitors and provides laptop computer facilities, a photocopying service (some of which is self-operated depending upon what is to be copied). The facility is open to the public Monday to Friday 9am to 5pm although the museum is also open at weekends. First time visitors need identification such as driving licence, passport, bank cards etc.

The website

This includes searchable online catalogues of most of the collections so it is useful to prepare before a visit by ascertaining firstly, that they have available information that you are interested in and secondly, by pre-ordering documents to save time when you arrive.

The records - a summary

Online name-rich resources:

FamilySearch
FreeBMD, FreeCEN, FreePAR
Subscription websites e.g. Findmypast, Ancestry, My Heritage, Geneanet etc. Many village local history societies have websites with data and historical information.


County Record Offices

see: www.genuki.org.uk for addresses.

The following records should be available:

• Quarter Session Records
• Records of Ecclesiastical authorities incl. overseers of the poor and parish charities
• Farmers’ diaries and estate records
• Local newspapers
• Locally held Census returns 
• Parish registers and parish chest records
• Ecclesiastical court records
• Photographic collections
• Friendly and benefit society records (local branches).


The National Archives

Ruskin Avenue, Kew, Richmond, Surrey TW9 4DU
Tel: 020 8876 3440
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk

A wealth of information from government departments and the courts including:

MANORIAL DOCUMENTS REGISTER
This will enable the location of manorial records to be found. Some may be in private hands or with solicitors. The register will tell you what is available and where the records are. The Manorial Documents register forms part of TNA Discovery and can be fully accessed online.

POOR LAW COMMISSION RECORDS
These are records of commission reports, correspondence between the Commissioners and Board of Guardians for the local union.

ESTATE RECORDS
Records of the Duchy of Cornwall, Duchy of Lancaster and other large estates are housed at Kew.

MAPS
The collection of maps from earliest times up to the National Farm Survey will help pinpoint where your ‘ag lab’ was.

ASSIZE AND CIVIL COURT RECORDS
Records of the cases for more serious crimes and for cases in the civil courts such as disputes.

EMIGRATION
Records of assisted passage, emigration and land grants in various participating countries for those ‘ag labs’ that went for a new life abroad.


Suggested reading

Armstrong, Alan, Farm Workers 1770-1980 (Batsford 1988)
Price, Stephen, The Skeleton at the Plough (unknown London 1874 - out of print but available in many reference libraries).
Morgan, David, Harvesters and Harvesting (Croom Helm 1982).
Hasbach, W, A History of the English Agricultural Labourer (Cass 1966).
Stephens, Henry, The Book of the Farm, 3 volumes (Blackwood).
Royal Commission on Labour in 1893, The Agricultural Labourer (HMSO).
Hemans, Felicia, The Homes of England.
Verdon, Nicola, Rural Women Workers in 19th century England (Woodbridge 2002).
Morton, John Chalmers, Handbook of Farm Labour (Longmans 1861).

A chronological table of Acts of Parliament mentioned
The Assize of Arms, 1181
Statute of Winchester, 1285
The Statute of Labourers, 1351
Bastardy Act, 1575
Gamekeeping Act, 1671
The Statute for Hiring Labourers, 1677
Gamekeeping Act, 1683
Land Tax, 1692
Game Act, 1710
Hardwick’s Marriage Act, c1754
Militia Act, 1757
Gilbert’s Act, c1782
Stamp Act, 1783
The Friendly Societies Act, 1793
Militia Act, 1802
Rose’s Act, 1813
The Corn Laws, 1815
Vaccination Act, c1830
Poor Law Amendment Act, 1834
Tithe Redemption Act, 1836
Tithe Commutation Act, 1836
Tithe Amendment Act, 1837
Copyhold Act, 1841
Parliamentary Inquiry, 1843
General Enclosure  Act, 1845
Repeal of the Corn Laws, c1846
Copyhold Act, 1852
Vaccination Act, 1853
Agricultural Gangs Act, 1867
Irish Land Acts, 1870
Education Act, 1870
Agricultural Children’s Act, 1873
Agricultural Holdings (England) Act, 1875
Education Act, 1876
Education Act, 1880
Agricultural Holdings (England) Act, 1883
Representation of the People Act, 1884
Agricultural Holdings Act, 1906
Agricultural Holdings (Consolidation) Act, 1908
Small Holdings and Allotments Act, 1908
Defence of the Realm Act, 1914
National Registration Act, 1915
Military Service Act, 1916
Corn Production Act, 1917
Allotments Act, 1922
Allotments Act, 1925
Law of Property Act, 1925
Agriculture Act, 1947

About the society of Genealogists

Founded in 1911 the Society of Genealogists (SoG) is Britain’s premier family history organisation. The Society maintains a splendid genealogical library and education centre in Clerkenwell.

The Society’s collections are particularly valuable for research before the start of civil registration of births marriages and deaths in 1837 but there is plenty for the beginner too. Anyone starting their family history can use the online census indexes or look for entries in birth, death and marriage online indexes in the free open community access area. 

The Library contains Britain’s largest collection of parish register copies, indexes and transcripts and many nonconformist registers. Most cover the period from the 16th century to 1837. Along with registers, the library holds local histories, copies of churchyard gravestone inscriptions, poll books, trade directories, census indexes and a wealth of information about the parishes where our ancestors lived.

Unique indexes include Boyd’s Marriage Index with more than seven million names 
compiled from 4300 churches between 1538-1837 and the Bernau Index with references to 4.5 million names in Chancery and other court proceedings. Also available are indexes of wills and marriage licences, and of apprentices and masters (1710-1774). Over the years the Society has rescued and made available records discarded by government departments and institutions but of great interest to family historians. These include records from the Bank of England, Trinity House and information on teachers and civil servants.

Boyd’s and other unique databases are published online on www.findmypast.com and on the Society’s own website www.sog.org.uk. There is free access to these and many other genealogical sites within the Library’s Internet suite.  

The Society is the ideal place to discover if a family history has already been researched with its huge collection of unique manuscript notes, extensive collections of past research and printed and unpublished family histories. If you expect to be carrying out family history research in the British Isles then membership is very worthwhile although non-members can use the library for a small search fee.

The Society of Genealogists is an educational charity. It holds study days, lectures, tutorials and evening classes and speakers from the Society regularly speak to groups around the country. The SoG runs workshops demonstrating computer programs of use to family historians. A diary of events and booking forms are available from the Society on 020 7553 3290 or on the website www.sog.org.uk.

Members enjoy free access to the Library, certain borrowing rights, free access to the quarterly Genealogists’ Magazine and various discounts of publications, courses, postal searches along with free access to data on the members’ area of our website. 

More details about the Society can be found on its extensive website at www.sog.org.uk

For a free Membership Pack contact the Society at:

14 Charterhouse Buildings,
Goswell Road,
London EC1M 7BA.
Telephone: 020 7553 3291
Fax: 020 7250 1800 

The Society is always happy to help with enquiries and the following contacts may be of assistance.

Library & shop hours:

Monday - Closed
Tuesday - 10am - 6pm
Wednesday - 10am - 6pm
Thursday - 10am - 8pm
Friday - Closed
Saturday - 10am - 6pm
Sunday - Closed

Contacts:

Membership
Tel: 020 7553 3291
Email: membership@sog.org.uk

Lectures & courses
Tel: 020 7553 3290
Email: events@sog.org.uk

Family history advice line
Tel: 020 7490 8911
See website for availability
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BIGGLESWADE UNION.
L~ = Clark—Mr.T. J. Hoorsn, Biggleswade.

BENJAMIN MILES, sgricoltoral labourer, aged 36,
dark brown' bair, 00 ‘whiskers, sbout 5’ feet 6 bigh;
deserted bis wifo Hannsh and 3 ohildréu at Stotfold, in
Jaly, 1852. 3 .

GEORGE EN'ARDS, aged 47, wbout 5 feet 7 or 8
inches high, buld on the front of the besd, very deaf, 8
collar maker; supposed to be in Londoa ; deserted bis

- wifl and amily at Biggleswade, and belongs to Potton,

Beds. .

ISAAC MORTIMER, blacksmitl, sged 29, about 5 feet
7 high, derk hair, complexion, lerge whiskers, walls
very quick, the little finger very crooked ; deserted his
wife Mary and 4 children about June, 1850.

JOHN NORMAN, sgricultursl lsbourer, of Northill,
aged 35, widower, deserted his 2 lawful childyen in 1852.

JOHN STANTON, a berketmaker, aged about 40, sbout

snd Heanah.

5 feet 8 high, deserted his 2 cla'dren, James
JOHN SWINSCOE, shocaker, 40, of the psrish
of W.o¢ -'ngworth, sbou 5 feet 8 high, and dark com-

plexion; desert

: his 4 children, via. Julis, Ssmnel,

Arthor, and Sarab. o s

SAMUEL WARNER, widower, agricaltural labourer,
agod 44, 5 feet O bLigh, black halr, and rather atout;
deserted his 4 children, viz. Charles, Joka, Semuel, snd
Locy, sbout 3 yees ago, bas . brother fving in the
Lower Road, Hollo

e m, 5
JAMES WINTERS, agrionltaral labourer, aged 26, dark
brown hair, fuir complexion, rather stout; deserted his
wife and 2 children, in Februsry 1854, of the parish of

Arlsey.

JAMES LORIMAN, alias Smith, aged 56, a native of
Pomfret in Yorkshire, deserted his 2 children, Ellen,
aged B, ard Ann aged 4; he was & gauger on the rail-
way works at Warden,

WILLIAM MASIERS, widower, formerly a miller and
baker at Shefford, deserted his 8 children in 1836 ;
supposed to be in London,

SAMUEL CHAMBERS, gardener's labourer, aged 89,
about 8 feet § high, dark complexion, black bair and
whiskers, rather inclined to grey, light blue broad
across the shoulders, and tout ; has been worl
at Barking, Fasox ; d-serted hin wife, Marths, and
children at Broom, in February last, lesving them
chargesble to the parish of Semthill, in this Union,

SOLOMON HUCKLE, agricultural labourer, aged 40,
about 5 feet O high, dark complexion ; deserted bis
children, Charlotte, aged 13, and Willian aged . -

TIMOTHY, ENDERSEY, aged 40, agricultural labourer,
of the , sah of Wrestlingworth, about 5 fect 8 high,
long black hair, dark complexion, walks rather lame |
deserted his wife Sarah and 7 children,

SOPHIA BALL, aged 87, widow, sbout 5 foet 8 high,
full habit, round features ; deserted her thres children,
Srah, Betsy, and Matilda.

One Pound Reward will be paid for such, information aa
will lead-to the apprehension and ‘conviction of sither
of th2 above, on application to Mr. Edinund P. Parsars
Sandy, or .sr. Alfzed Jelf, Clifton Fields, Rellevin
Officers. K

PRESTON UNION.
Clerk—Mr. Josarii THACKERAY, Preston.

HENRY BAMBER, s cotton spinner, sged 42,
foet 6 high, sandy hair, no whiskers, light bl
palo complexion, alightly built; deserted his wife and
2 children 2 years ago, leaving them chargesble to this
Urdon; was last scen at Crawshaw Booth.

RICHARD SUMNER, sged 35, s self-actor minder,
bout 5 fest 2 high, slender made, thin pale fuce, markey
with scrofuls on the left side of hia neck,. bhck. bair,
10 whiskers, and dark hazel eyes; had on'san nvisible
groen cloth coat, velvet veat, dark ribbed trousers, shoes,
and dark cap 1 deserted his wife and 5 children on
26th of May Ity they aze nw hargesble to the Toyn-
ship.ot Walton-le-dale in this Union."

GEORGE ROBINSON, aged 33, about 5 feet 9 high,"
dark sandy bair, large light sandy whiskers which grow.
undér the chin, dark hasel oyes, small faic com-
plexion, fresh looking, stout built ; @ fumace or blast
tender for iron moulders ; hadon a moleskin jack
vest, and tronsers, bluo cloth cap, and strong shoes
«upposed to be working in Hull; deserted his facily,

WILLIAM OGDEN, aged 37, cotton spinner, has lately
wavelled with Wombwel's Mensgerie, and played a
Cornopean in the band; about 5 feet 8 fnches high,
‘brown hair, large whishers, blueeyes, light compl. zion,
fall round face ; supposed to be at Southamptc dis-
Charging vessele e Docks; left his wife and three
hildrn chargesble 10 the Towrahip of Waltonle-Dale
last Easter. 4 .

WILLIAM HUGH CROOK, aged 81, engine fitter,
about 5 feet,8 and a half inches. bigh, Jight kaiz, no. -
whiskers, loat his left eye which is sunk and closed, but
he often wears a glas one, he is fresh looking and ge-
nerally dressed in & good cloth suit when he hys done
his work, working suit white moleskin ; when last heard -
of, he was at Wolverton, which place ha left about the
2nd of June, 1854: left his wife snd 2 children charge-
able to the parish of Preaton. . s

JOHN GORMAN, aged sbout 26, a card master, stapda
about & feet 9 inches, light complexion, no whiskers,
rather alender made, worked last for Messrs. s,
at Moons Mill; deserted his child about 12 months ago,
leaving him chargeable to the Township of Walton-le-
dale; his father, Bernard Gorman, resides at Caslisle
whera it is supposed he is. -

JOSEPH BARROWISE, a boot maker, aged 24; lef: his
wife and 2 children chargeable to Preston sbout a year
ago, be stands sbout 5 feet 5 inchea high, black hair and
eyes, no whiskers when he left hone, but is now said to
Bave large whiskers aud a moustache, very slender made,
and usually dress:s in black clothes ; & man named Tom
Scotz, & boot maker, went with him and has been seen
with him in London, where they are now supposed to be
working,

Ous Guinea Reward will bo giv-3 for su.b information as
will 'ad to the conviction of either of the sbove, by

Jobn Saul, General Assistant Overseer, Preston.
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