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HARVEST TEGNOLOGY AKD LABOUR SUFPLY 1N BRITAIN, 1790-1870.

Fh. D. Thﬁsiﬂz 1 970.

ABSTRACT

This thesis trles to establich a functional relationship

*-:ﬂ'l

betwoen the supply and supply price of labour, product-mix and chcfjco
of technology in British agriculture during the poriod 1700-1870.
The desiderata, increased production and lowor unit production
cocts were in rany respects incompatible with those of full-employ-
mont and greator social wolfare. listorians have been primarily
concerned with just ono aspect of this problem, namely structural
unemployment durding tho winter months, This 1o to ignore that

the chief liniting factor on increased production may often have
beon the capacity of the labour force during the summor work-
bottlenecks. Thic thesis arpgues that over a large part of tho
proto-industrial period (1790-1870), British agriculture was aff-
licted by somotirmes very sorious labour shortages in the summer

work poaks. It poos on to a dotalled case-study of labour supply

and technological chanpgo in the corn harvest, the farm operation
which historically has always croated the oxceptional demand for
labour, and in which labour shortages were sooncst likely to dovelop.
It domonstrates that initially, at least, and for some timo aftor
1851, when roaping rachinory bocams available, the majority of
farmors obtainod thoir labour and labour cost-savings not through

mechanization but by a rore intensive use of labour (the more
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thorough exploitation of child and female labour, greater depen-
dence on migrant harvesters and the introduction of piecework),
and_,when the supply of labour became inelastic, by the 'intermed-
jate technology! of improved hand tools, in particular the sub-
stitution of the faster-working scythe and heavy hook for the
traditional sickle and reap hook. The advantages of this strategy
were that it conserved capital, that it did not disrupt other
work schedules, and perhaps most lmportant, that it averted unemp-
loyment over what for the majority of farm labourers and their
families was the key earnings period of the year. It met the
requirements for a technology which was discontinuous enough to
guarantee production and flexible enough to guarantee employment.

The conclusion is that there 1s a phase of economic development

in which factor proportions render a scythe economically and

FE~r 57 SRR e T SO s TR D LS - ke e N T AP PO e g
0

socially more useful than a reaping machine.



CHAPTER I.

THE ROLE OF LABOUR AND TECHNOLOGY IN A DEVELOPING AGRICULTURE.

Interest in the contribution of agriculture to British
economic growth has largely centred on the productivity breakthroughs

of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Subsequently, dpring
the early (proto) industrial stage of economic growth,.agriculture's
product and factor-shedding contributions have been so much.taken
for granted that it could almost be concluded that.after 1750 agri-.
culture left the mainstream of economic history to become a discrete
and closely defined area of study entrusted to a few specialist
(1)

historians.

The onus of this thesis is not to depict agriculture as
a tleading sector! of proto-industrial economic grgﬁh. . The aim.
will be, first, to establish a functional relationsh}p between
two key varlables in agricultural production, namely labour supply
and type of technology, and second, to discover how this helped
or hindered agriculture fulfil its very important role as the devel-
oping economy's residual employer of labour. It is this residual
employer role which has been consistently overlooked by economic
and specialist labour historians. Yet, the common experience of
all the advanced economies is that their rural populations expanded
continuously throughout the proto-industrial period, and declined .
only at a;ireleztively late stage of economic growth. In Britain,
absolute decline set in only in the 1850's, that is some 60 years

after the so-called 'take-off'. The failure of an industrial start
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to bring about an immediate reduction in the size of farm populat-
lons has recently been brought home to many present day under-
developed countries, and has required a radical revision of develop-

ment strategy.

Arithmetically though, it can be demonstrated that in the

early stages of economic growth, when the proportion of the populat-
ion occupied in agriculture is around or above 50 per cent, urban
employment cannot expand fast enough to take of f the whole of the
rural population increase. Thus 1t was that the British agricultural
labour force grew by 25 per cent between 1800 and 1850 even though,
over the same period the proportion of the national workforce engaged
in agriculture, forestry and fishing fell from 36 per cent to 22 per

cent, and numbers employed in trade and manufacturing industry more

#

than trebled. ( )
| e

Why was 1t that employment 0pportunities outside agriculture
did not expand fast enough to bring about a much earlier reduction
in the size of the agricultural 1abour force? Partly, this is
explained by the very rapid increase in the rate of p0pulation
growth which occured after 1750 But partly as well, it reflects
the fact that during the early stages of industrialization the
'spread! effects of technological progress in creating new em.ploy-
ment outside manufacturing industry are weak, while the 'backwash!
effects in cutting back employment in traditional crafts and indus-
tries are strong. Thus over a large part of Britain rural populations
were expanding at the same time as rural and cottage industries were
declining, thereby transforming many mixed economies, offering a

wide range of employment opportunities, into purely agricultural
ones., The expansion and relocation of manufacturing industry in

north Britain tended to isolate the rural labour surpluses of east
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and south Britain from their chief source of alternative employment.

As 1t was, Jjobs in the new industrial areas were filled either

locally, or by cottiers and crofters from the congested and agri-

culturally uncompetitive upland zones. of north and west Britain,
who were often already highly mobile by virtue of theiri seasonal
migrations in search of harvest work, and skilled in some branch
of domestic industry. (3) A further constraint on the mobility of

male agricultural workers was that in many of the expanding industries,
particularly textiles, the demand was more for child and female

rather than male labour. (L)

The effects of the Settlement Laws in immobilising rural
labour are often exagerated. (5) From what is known about rural
migration in the late elghteenth century and during the Napoleonic
War years, it would appear that given an expanding labour market,
farm workers were extremely mobile. Rather, the more operative con-

straint was that slignificant expansion in those hindustries which -

could best provide farm workers with alternative employment - con-
struction, mining, trade and transport - the great consumers of
unskilled casual labour - began only relatively late on in the
proto-industrial period, after 1835. It can further be concluded
that in the early industrial economy, infrastructural and social .
overhead investment tended to lag behind investment in production,
a suggestion which is at least partly borne out by the following

breakdown of the Occupational Census Returns.
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Estimated Industrisl Distribution of the British Workforce, 1801-1871.

(in millions of persons)

Agriculture Mining & Manufacturing Bullding Trade & Domestic &

Forestry Quarrying Transport Personal

Fishing
1801 1.7 1.4 .5 6
1811 1.8 1.7 .6 o (
1821 1.8 2.4 . 8 .8
1831 1.9 3.0 .9 .9
1841 2.1 .2 2.7 A 1.2 1.2
1851 2.0 U 3.2 .5 1.5 1.3
1861 1.8 .5 3.6 .0 1.8 1.5
1871 1.7 .6 3.9 .8 2.1 1.8

Source. P. Deane and W.A. Cole, British Economic Growth, 1688-1959

(Cambridge, 2nd. edn, 1967), p.1L3.

Comparing the industrial distribution of the national work-
force in the two periods 1801-)1 and 184171, the most striking
feature is‘the extremely rapid expansion in the latter period of
workers employed in non-manufacturing industry. Of new employment
created between 1801-41, L7 per cent was in manufacturing and only
29 per cent in trade, transport,mining and quarrying (and this on
the generous assumption that numbers in mining, quarrying and
building doubled between 1801 and 1841), while betw:éeri 1841-71, the

respective proportions were 32 per cent and 52 per cent. In the
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categories, mining, quarrying, building trade, transport and domestic

service, the average annual growth rate increased from an estimated

1.2 per cent in 1801-41 to 2.2 per cent in 1841-71. Correspondingly,
the first reduction of the full-time agricultural labour force occ-

ured in the early 1850's.

Agriculture's role in the developing economy was three-
fold. First, it had to provide food and raw materials to the :F'apidly
expanding urban and industrial sector and to shed labour at low
opportunity cost. Secofnd,hiﬁ.it was important that increased prod-
uctivity was secured by means which did not consume large doses of
capital ..or involve large transfers of capital and income i‘romﬂ other
areas of the economy. And fchi“rd;ly,‘it had to support a large, and
for the greater part of _‘cheﬂ_proto—industrial period, an hexpanding,
rural population. |

- . At first sight,the desiderata, increased production, low
unit proc}uction costs and full employment, might appear incompatible,
but it was a fact nonetheless t.hatﬁ:dpringn the period r1?750-1 870,
agriculture more or less satisfied all three requirements. rIts‘
product contribution was especially impressive. Between 1750 and
1800, at worst, production only Jjust failed to ﬁeep pace vrj.ph pop-
plq.tj.onigrowthﬁ, . Between 18& /11'* ta‘nd 1861/71 réal *product*ﬁincreased
by over, 70, per cent and average real (per head of the chcbupie;d |
population in the sector) product by jalmqst 80 per Eent.“ Most  ? |
remarkably, over the LO years, 1821/31 - 1861/71, the growth in | 1

average real product seems actually to have exceeded that of mostv

other industries. (6) - In the light of these achievements the Clﬂasgical

Economists have most properly been derided as poor prophets. They
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had envisaged a situation in which technological change could provide
increasing returns in industry but not in agriculture. Thus, they
were able to conceptualise a slowing down of economic growth as
population increased and the supply of fertile land ran ou;;. That

agriculture did not run into diminishing average returns was a functinn,
first, of the productive response of the less naturally fertile

solls to larger inputs of capital and labour within the existing
technology, and second, of the extent to which agriculture was able

to adapt its production function to match very precisely changes in

its factor endowment. -

The chief characteristic feature of British agricultural
production during the proto-industrial period was its sparing use
of capital and intensive use of land and labour. Its technology mix
was based on inexpensive, land-saving, labour-consuming biological
inputs. No great use was made of off-farm fertilizers and feeding-
stuffs or of labour-saving machinery until at least 18L0. . As late
as 1870 roots and legumes were still the bases of high-output -
farming in Britain, and‘the majority of farm tasks were then still
performed by labour-intensive methods. ' The bias, therefore, was
towards products and processes amenable to an intensive‘use of
agriculture's cheapest ‘factor of production, namely, labour.

Thus it was that an expanding farm labour force ‘was able
to play a key role in both increased production and fixed capital”
(in land) formation:. In view of labour's special contribution, it
is surprising that so far no serious attempt has been made either to -
evaluate it, or to establish a functional relationship between labour
supply and production teéﬂﬁ;ﬁ;‘ue‘s. Rather, agricultural historians
have been primarily concerned with the farm workers® social condition

and have tended to ignore the fact that the village was a highly
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complex socio-ecconomic unit, within which agriculture was both pro-
ducer of food and residual employer of labour.
Historians are now generally agreeé that the Agricultural
Revolution had its roots in the seventeenth centﬁry and that by
1750 important gains in farm productiviéy% had alreadyﬂ been secured.

Even s0, it is quite clear that these earlier achievements served

only as a launching pad for the much more vigorous phase of innovating
activity which began after 1750 ’ characteriaed”*bjr'“the“mér*é wide-
spread adoption of root and fodder crops and large scale enelosure
and reclamation.

The conventional model for explaining this upsurge of acti-
vity is one that stresses rising prices.(a)”‘" This emphasis on demand
factors tends, however, to ignore other important conjunctions
related directly or indirectly to labour supply and demand. The
first was that within rising prices, livestock prices tended to
increase relatively faster than cereal prices, thus stimulating
the development of land and labour intensive mixed farminge. The
second was that most of the reclaimable land was light land, the
profitable cultivation of which was very much dependant on the use
of labour-intensive root and fodder crops. ‘And the third,-and
concomitan"cly,:was that after 1750 the agricultural labour.force
increased, its supply became more elastic and its price relative to
that ‘of other factors of production fell. This is to.say that af'ter
1750 certain farming systems were able to use labour more intensively
in both fixed capital formation (land reclamation and enclosure
making) and in-increased production (through.land-saving technologies).

We would.expect, therefore, a faeirly close correlation .

between rural population growth, the supply price of labour, and

choice of technology. Recent research has corfirmed.that.af'ter

1 ;
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almost a century of stagnation, or at best only very slow growth,

population began to grow again from the 17L,0's. It has-been est~".

imated that the population of the 'agricultural! counties of England

and Wales increased by 25 per cent between 1750 and 1800 and by«

a further 25 per cent between 1800 and 1850. (9)

The extreme labour-intensiveness of the new technologies
can be easily demonstrated. In turnip cultivation, upwards of 20
worker-days per acre were required for the field operations alone.

In turnip hoeing average daily work rates seldom exceeded 0.3 acres.

In 'spade husbandry!, a practice which gained considerable ground

in the more labour-flush districts of southern Britain in the
immediate post-Napoleonic War decades, 14-21 worker-days were
expended per acre of arable land and up to LO days per acre of old
meadow land. In potato cultivation, 3 man days per acre were
consumed in planting and L-6 days in harvesting. In paring and

burning, a method for converting old grassland to arable land

and one closely associated: with lightlamd reclamation, labour input
often exceeded 15 man days per acre. (10) *
Prior to 1750 it would appear that in most areas of

Britain the supply of labour was too inelastic for it to be used

intensively in crop production. To embrace the new land-saving

technologies farmers required not only more labour per. se, but

also more-female and child labour,:whose price per unit of -work
output in-the light repetitive tasks, such as weeding, hoeing,
stone-picking and twitch-gathering, was lower than that of male
labour. Between the Civil War and the 1770's there were persistent

complaints both of physical shortages of labour and of the
'idleness! of the working population.’ In 1750 Josiah Tucker

lamented how labourers became, 'more viscious, more indigent"and
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idle in proportion to the advance in wages', a sentiment which
20 years later was still being re-echoed by Arthur Young. Indeed,
Physiocrats and Mercantilists were always drawing unfavourable
comparisons between the European workman and his oriental counter-
part, the diligent Chinese peasant, whom, they claimed, suffered
(1)

'not a weed upon the surface of the earth!.

Up to 1750 there may well have existed a real hostility

on the part of some rural workers towards regular wage labour in

agriculture. In the highly diversified pre-industrial economy,
with its many small farms and cottier holdings and close physical

integration of agriculture and cottage industry, self-employment
may have enjoyed a higher status than wage-work, which was regarded
perhaps as 'economic dependence on others!, as tantamount to ser-
vility and 'loss of birthright!'. (12) Some may have resented a
pattern of work discipline ruled by the clock rather than by the

demands of the task and season. (13) This did not mean that agri-

culture was necessarily denied the services of the cottier, village

tradesman or cottage industrialist at its work peaks,but rather
that the small man, once his subsistence level had been reached,

may sometimes have preferred under-employment elsewhere to wage-

work in agriculture. The chief bone of contention was that the-

new technologies required, 'more constant labourers .... men who

have no other means of support than their daily labour; men whom
they [the farmers] can depend on'. (1) This consideration underlay
much of farmers' hostility towards cottage smallholdings and home
industry which threatened to deprive agriculture of the elastic
supply of labour necessary to meet the highly fluctuating demands

of a complex and overlapping range of farm tasks.

The early eighteenth century farm labour market is still
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very much an unknown quantity, but evidence suggests that 1t was
tight. We know, for example, that between 1700 and 1750 real
wages were much higher than in the seventeenth and the later
eighteenth centuries. (15) Especially indicative is that the

basis of Jethro Tull's 'horse-hoeing husbandry' was the horse-

hoe, a labour-saving device, rather than the hand-hoe. Tull
claimed that 'plough servants first began to exalt dominion over

their master!, in the 1690'55 and that he had then even considered

putting the whole of his farm down to sanfoin because of the exor-

bitant price of labour, of which, 'a vast quantity is necessary

to corn more than St. Foin.'! By the 1720's the situatic;m had
deteriorated further to the point at which haymakers, who formerly
had worked well into the evening, had 'taken upon them to make
what hours they please in this matter; they have limited the hour
of leaving work to six o'clock .... and I have seen them going

home at four when they did not begin till nine or ten in the morning

and rest a good part of the day besides'. Tull's 'drill! husbandry,
and with it, the horse hoe, must be viewed, therefore, as his
response to a deteriorating farm labour market. For as he exp-

lained, with the hand-hoe, 'the expense was great, and the operation
not half performed, by the deceitfulness of the hoers, who left

half the land unhoed, and covered it with the earth from the part
they did hoe, and then the grass and weeds grow the faster!.
'Besides! he added, 'in this manner a great quantity of land could*
not be managed in the proper season'.‘(16)
Predictably, labour would have been scarcer on the light-
lands, where the opportunities for land reclamation and root and

fodder crop cultivation were greatest. The second half of the

eighteenth century, however, went a long way to fulfilling Mercant-
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jlist demands for faster population growth and a straightening
out of labour'!s alleged ":backward-slopling'! supply curve. By
1800, Young had become converted to the need for more employment
to alleviate rural distress. He urged tha adoption of more land-

intensive methods not only to boost production but also because

he believed, 'the want of labour is likely to become a very dang-
erous want, and one that should be instantly supplied'. (17) A

more proper distinction could now be drawn between !'voluntary!
and 'enforced' idleness. Rapid population growth, larger families,

the decay of rural cottage industry, enclosure, farm consolidation,
and the forcing out of squatters and small farmers, had all contri-
buted to a spectacular growth of the landless labourer class and

made for a more perfect division of labour in the countryside.

The rigidity of the British landholding structure and its strict
adherence to the principle of primo-geniture acted against a
possible !'European' solution to rural overpopulation, whereby
holdings were subdivided and units of subsistence production
multiplied. This meant that in Britain, the bulk of the rural
population increase was' thrown onto the farm labour market, and
that unemployment ought theoretically to have been more frequently
topen! than 'disguised!.

From 1750, therefore, British arable farming, and part-
icularly its lightland sector, was able to make greater use of
land-saving root and fodder crops. Farm account and other evidence
suggests that prior to 1750 the less labour-intensive grasses and
legumes ~ clover, sanfoin and ryegrass - were more popular than the
more labour-consuming turnip, which was regarded primarily as an
ancilliary livestock feed, its total acreage even on the very
largest farms seldom exceeding 15-20.(18) Subsequently, the

national turnip area began rapidly to expand while the position of

*ﬂ' ‘sft*
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the root shift within lightlend rotations became progressively

more central, to occupy eventually between 15 and 25 per cent of

the arable areas.

Turnip-hoeing, because it was so 1abour-con“sum:f:ng, serves
as a fairly relisble indicator of this drive to labour-intensiveness.
Farmers knew only too well the close correlation between weed-
control and crop yleld, and as labour Becé.me more abundant they
were able to increase the frequency of hoeing until by the 1820's
they were hoeing two and three times during the growing season.
Indicatively, in the 1760's, only in East Anglia, an area of already
dense rural population and of growing industrial unerﬁplo&ménf ,
was turnip hoeing regularly practiced. (19) As late as 1783, |
Marshall complained that, outside East Anglia, it was still 'a
mystery known only to gardeners and a few individuals, who though
inexpert, have it in their powefr to make high prices'; but even
here, turnip hoeing was at this stage still very much dependent on
the casual labour of 'manufacturers' and other 'handicraftmen'

who hoed most of the late sown crops!. (20)

By 1800 most farmers were hoeing their turnips at least

once, but because of the intervention of the Napoleonic Wars and
their often highly disruptive ;ffécts on the farm labour market,
complaints about shortages of 'turnip hoers continued until 181 Sr. (21)
In Dorset, for example, it was reported in 1812, that because of
the high price of labour some farmers aﬁétualiy*i)#rei‘“err}ed 'ploﬁéhing
up a very weedy crop and sowing the land anew, rather than go to
the expense of hoeing it!. (22) Tn Berkshire, weedinglfaﬁdiloeingﬁ {
were, it was claimed, not 'b.lwg.yé pérfomed 'in a peffécﬁ manner,?

nor with the proper implements!. (23) Evidence from Cambridgeshire

suggests that as iaté as 1811 there were still qsgmeia:;eaas in which
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a major constraint on the adoption of a more intensive root culture
may have been the unpreparedness of local workmen to apply thenm-

selves to the unfamiliar and very monotonous task of tﬁrnip hoeing.
Gooch reported the art as 'not well known by the inhabitants, the

work is done by persons who travel the country for that purpose

and who make great earnings!. (21‘()? A century earlier, Edward Lisle,
at Crux Easton, Wiltshire, had been obliged to hire turnip hoers
from the distant village of Newton whose inhabitants were specially

skilled in the art. (25)

Another labour-consuming technology which came much into

favour after 1750 was that of 'dibbling!, that is sowing seed

(usually wheat or beans) in individual holes, as opposed to broad-
cast-or drill-sowing. According to Young, dibbling had been prac-
.ticed in the early seventeenth century but had subsequently fallen
(26)

into disuse. If so, its introduction into East Norfolk in the

1760's was rather a revival than a conspicuous innovation. (27)

Its chief advantages were said to be, first, that it saved seed,

and second, and more significantly, that it provided 'a very lucr-
ative employment for many of the poor, who would at that season

(28)

(autumn) have little to do!. At Bocking, Essex, the incentive

to dibbling wheat was precisely stated as the poverty and low
wages associated with the decline there of the weaving trade. (29)
Paring and burning was another important growth technology.
Though known in south-west England since medieval times, it was
described in 1830 as a method which 'has been but a few years gen-
erally practiced in any part of the Kingdom, and it was but little
practiced, till within the last sixty years, on the Cotswolds in
(loucestershire, where now, with the adjoining parts of Qxfordshire,

it is so extremely and upon some lands so uniformly adopted, that
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it became a striking feature in the rural economy of that district'.(jo)

After 1835, as labour became scarcer, paring and burning

gave way to the paring-plough, the spade to the horse-plough,

the dibble to the drill and the hand-hoe to the horse-hoe.
We may conclude, therefore, that between 1750 and 1830
there occured a significant shift of. the farm produétion function

towards a more intensive use of land and labour. We must not

assume, however, that all farming systems were equailyf able to
exploit labour as a cheap factor of production, for their capacity

to do so was very much conditional on soil and physical environment
favouring the spread of mixed farming and the cultivation of root
crops. Which is to say that the lightland sector was better placed
than the heavyland to increase production, lower unit production

costs and raise labour inputs.

There was, however, a second condition, namely that the

supply of labour was adequate to meet the demands of all the work

peaks and also that farmers could afford to support their peak
labour force during the less busy times of the farming year.

We return to the problem of reconciling higﬁ production and full
employment. For having obtained enough labour to see tham through
the busy summer months, farmers were responsible for maintaining
this workforce during the slack winter months, when perhaps full
employment could not be guaranteed. A great deal hinged, therefore,
cn the séasonal distribution of labour requirements and on the
average struck between labour productivity in the high and low
activity periods. We will go on then to look more closely at the

seasonal distribution of labour demand.




II1

= g I BB
w ::.I':- Lig }‘i a >

« W .

In all non-mechanised agricultures crop productlon has
always been characterised by the *extremely uneven seasonal spread
of its workloac, and in temperate latitudes, by the greatest conc-
entration of activity inr the summer months. As a general rule,
the higher the proportion of corn L'!':c total cultivated area the
greater the disparity' of labour I;equirement between_the warm and
cold seasons. The introduction of root and fodder crops into corm
and bare-fallow rotations lengthened the working season and raised
“the aggregate leyel of summer labour demand, but without necess-
arily reducing deruzau?d at the corn harvest, which in most arable
i‘arminé systems constituted the absolute work peak.

Statiutical data illustrating seasonal work-spread are
notoriously scarce for the nineteenth century. Farm account evid-

ence is seldom satisfactory,“ first, because detailed labour records

are very scarce, and second because in piecework operations,

L

el

such as turnip hoeing and hay and corn harvest, in which whole
families often worked together, farmers tended-not to record the
uemes of all their workers*’cut %chlyﬁ those, usually thc seniou
members” of families, with,whom the piecework contract had:been made.
The only detailed published:statistics available are those collected
by some of the Assistant Commissioners serving the Rozal Commission
on the Employment of Children, Young Persons and Women in Agriculture
(1867).= . These are sumarised below. ‘At this relatively late

stage (1867-9), labour-sav:lng machinery was_already extensively

used on most of the larger farms in the. samples with the result that
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the ratio of summer workers to winter workers was probably much lower
than in, say, 1800,

SEASONAL DISTRIBUTION OF LABOUR ON SELECTED FARMS 1867-9. (31)

SPRING SUMMER  AUTUMN  WINTER

OXFORDSHIRE
(16,636 acres, 70 % arable) 925 1065 960 81k

NORTH EAST SCOTLAND

(10,989 acres, 95 % arable) 473 L7756l 1,03

BERKSHIRE I
(20,227 acres, 75 % arable) 1051 1122 - 927

BERKSHIRE ‘11
(5541 acres, 60 ¢ arable) 36l 677 - 332

Of the four samples, only one, Berkshire II, includes the
extra workers taken on for the comharvest. . It 1s immediately

apparent,however, that the farm work force in summer was very much
larger than in any other season. In Oxforashire i‘E ;ms 31 per cent
larger than in winter, in north-east Scotland LO per cent, and in
Berkshire I, 21 per cent. The Berkshire II sample establishes the
corn harvest as far and above the absolute work peak, with numbers
employed more than double the winter total, and if compared with

the Berkshire I sample, over 60 per cent larger than the average
summer workforce. Moreover, the summer totals appear to exclude
young children, large numbers of whom often worked alongside thelr
parents, especially at harvest., The data also conceal that in
summer the working day was 20 per cent longer than in winter
(daylight factor), and that in certain operations, such as hay
and corn harvest, up to 60 per cent longer. In rush years work
might continue well into the evening, or if the moon was full,
perhaps into the night. Thus summertime required not only higher
labour participation ratios - larger numbers of female, child,
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migrant and casual workers <= but‘also-a much expanded supply of
effort.

Ideally, of course, we should want to construct a long-run

(1790-1870) demand curve for ‘labour. -Theoretically this could be

done by fixing work norms for every farm task and applying them

to known crop areas and livestock populations. In practice, however,
such a method is simply not on. Properly detailed crop and stock
statistics are not available t111-1866, while technology mixes

were so complex, the compostion of the summer workforce!! so poly-

‘glotk'and the bases of task allotment so variable as to render the

h

concept of an 'average' work-norm quite meaningless.
The dichotomy of:‘the farming year: into summer:-rush and
winter slack dominated contemporary attitudes towards labour employ-
ment and productivity. It presented two distinct yet closely
linked, sets of problems. - Historians have been chiefly concerned.
with the social effects of winter unemployment. -fSIeasonal unemploy-
ment was, it is true,” a social ‘fact, but, and more fundamentally,
it was also ‘a technical and demographic fact. Technical, that is,
because in crop production the seasonal-pattern:of labour demand is
biologically induced. And demographic, because in agriculture,
the residual employment sector, there is no a priorl reason to -
expect that labour supply and demand should in practice balance -

out.

‘During the immediate’ post-Napoleonic War decades expend-
iture on Poor Relief represented only ‘a very small (3-4 per:cent )
proportion of national income,' and of this sum rather less than 20
per cent appears to have 'been expended in the form of direct wage
subsidies. (32) This suggests that even during this,’ the most'

labour-glutted period of modern British economic:-history, !'open!
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unemployment was by no means as universally acute as some historians

have had us believe. -Admittedly in some areas it was high, part-

icularly in the clayland zones of south Britain, where the technical

constraints on intensive mixed-farming were greatest. (33) The welght

of evidence suggests, though,that seasonal unemployment was more
'disguised! than' topen' -due to deliberate and calculated lowering
of standards of labour productivity so as to spremad work and income
among as large.a proportion of the working*popul;,tioni as possible.

* My suggestion is that the strain of maintaining rural
populations-during low-employment periods was taken more on wages
than on the Poor Law. As Morton pointed out, farmers could not Just
single out. a few men and 'pay them well; they* had 'to maintain all

in that parish; either in-the field or in the workhouse!. (35)

Most farmers regarded it as part of ‘the social duty to provide work:

rather than charity, to employ as many men as possible, and to prevent

wages falling as low as:the market would permit. (36) Before 1865,
when the Unlon Chargeability Act came into force, it was usual for
farmers to help the men of their parish over the winter, 'by giving
them odd.jobs at the lowest wage which would induce 'them to remain,

- and serve at the same time to keep men off thetrates"‘;(”) The

'roundsman! and-'labour rate! systems were favourite ‘devices for

work spreading, and part of the standard formula for tran.sferring

the onus of finding work.-onto those who benefitted most from the
presence of a large labour force at other times of the year. (38)

Another common practice:was to give first choice of winter work
to married men with families and second choice to their dependents. (39)
The flail became symbolised-as ‘the chief provider of winter work.
In Cambridgeshire it was known as the 'poverty stick!, and some

local vestries were actually prepared to subsidize'farmers willing
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. (10)

Farmers understood only too well the close correlation

to use 1

between wage rates and labour productivity, and between scale of tech-

nology and labour input. In return for low wages they expected no
more than a minimum of effort. As Caird explained, the average

productivity of labour depended on the numbers seeking work, for

raising the productivity of the few could only 'diminish the employ-

(L1)

ment of the many for whom work must be found!. The poverty of

the countryside relative to the towns was part attributed to the

fact that agriculture had, 'a certain number of labourers to employ

and we |the farmers] do not find it in our interests to work them

very l;ard'. (L2) Labourers thought in similar vein. They preferred
day-work to piece-work, that is, moderate work and low wages to hard
work and high wages, because it <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>