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ABSTRACT 

 

The nineteenth century was a period of extensive change in English rural society, in terms of 

both agriculture itself and the rural economy as a whole.  Northamptonshire in this period, 

whilst remaining a predominantly rural county, underwent a significant transformation.  This 

transformation, along with an extensive quantity of surviving data, has made nineteenth -

century Northamptonshire a subject of great interest to historians.  

 

Within  this context this study examines the rural rental economy in Northamptonshire across 

the period 1801-1881 ɬ with particular focus on the recession years 1815-1831 ɬ and is centred on 

the factors affecting the setting and payment of rents.  Central to the study is a wealth of rental 

data, primarily extrapolated from estate account books.  This is used to examine how the rental 

economy operated on landed estates within the context of the wider economy and prevailing 

agricultural prices.  The importance of th e relative roles of landowners, stewards and tenants in 

setting rents, extracting payments and negotiating reductions are the central focus, with 

investment in the land and changes in the wider economy also being examined in terms of their 

effect on the rental economy. 

 

The study began life as an examination of the moral economy of the landed estate but 

developed into an analysis of rental data, particularly estate accounts, and a study of the rental 

economy.  The account books themselves provide evidence of the rental economy on the landed 

estate in the nineteenth century but do have their limitations.  Whilst the books provide figures 

for agreed rents, payment of rents and abatements of rent, plus various memoranda, they do 

not provide acreages for holding s or distinguish types of holding.  As a result a study of agreed 

and paid rents has been undertaken but figures for rent per acre and differences by type of 

farming cannot be identified.  Instead, the study focuses on the flexibility of the rental economy  

and the importance of arrears and abatements in enabling the long-term survival of the landed 

income in Northamptonshire.  

 

The study examines accounts and rental data in terms of rent levels, the payment of rents and 

both temporary abatements and permanent rent reductions.  The accounts evidence is 

supplemented by a number of other sources including landlord and estate corresp ondence plus 

annotations and memoranda in the account books themselves.  The data is then placed in wider 

ÊÖÕÛÌßÛɯȹ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÍɯ3ÜÙÕÌÙȮɯ!ÌÊÒÌÛÛɯÈÕËɯ ÍÛÖÕɀÚɯƕƝƝƛɯÚÛÜËàɯAgricultural Rent in England, 

1690-1914) and examined in depth in terms of both w hat it tells us about the landed estate in 

Northamptonshire and the strengths and limitations of the accounts data.   
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Chapter One: Rural Society in the Nineteenth Century  

 

Introduction  

 

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were a period of great change in rural England.  Lands 

were improved and productivity increased dramatically.  Enclosure took place on a grand scale, 

reorganizing the rural landscape, while a rapidly expanding population and increasing 

urbanization increased demand for agricultural produce.  As a result historians have identified 

extensive changes in rural society in this period.  A substantial amount of research has been 

undertaken into the social impact of these changes and the short-term impact of the 

reorganization of the English landscape but comparatively little work has been done regarding 

landed estate management in this period. 

 

This study aims to shed some light on landed estate management and the rural rental economy 

1800-1881.  It shall be shown that rent levels, along with other estate management decisions, 

were closely linked to changes in prices, farm sizes, and agricultural improvement, but were 

also affected by social factors, ÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯ ÈÕËɯ ÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɀɯ ×ÖÞÌÙÚɯ ÖÍɯ ÕÌÎÖÛÐÈÛÐÖÕɯ ÈÕËɯ ÛÏÌɯ

preservation of the long -term profitability of the land.  The payment of rents will be 

distinguished from rent levels themselves and the economic and social factors affecting 

payment and abatement of rents will also be examined.  Estate accounts and landlord 

correspondence have been used extensively in order to produce an in-depth local study which 

demonstrates how estate management decisions were often as reliant on the tenantry as they 

were on the economy. 

 

This chapter will set out the framework of historical research which has already been 

undertaken on rural English society in this period, and establish the place and importance of 

this thesis in the context of both local and national studies of rural society in this period.  The 

following chapter will then introduce the estate of this study, those who managed them and the 

roles of various parties in managing the landed estate before the remainder of the thesis 

examines investment and costs of farming and the rental economy in detail. 

 

Purpose of This Study 

 

Historians of rural England in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have predominantly 

concerned themselves with issues that concerned commentators at the time, meaning there has 

been a great focus on enclosure and the social impact of change.  Whilst these subjects are 

important for discussion one cannot understand rural society of this period without adequate 
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knowledge of the factors which writers of the time took for granted, such as the agricultural 

rental economy.  Indeed, the result of this has been that a great deal of research has been done 

on changes such as enclosure whilst very little has been done on subjects such as rent levels or 

even estate management in the context of the wider agricultural economy. This study aims to go 

some way towards rectifying this, adding a further dimension to our understanding of 

agricultural society  1800-1881 by strengthening our knowledge of the way la nded estates were 

managed, the economic factors driving estate management decisions, and the resultant changes 

in rural society and landlord -tenant relations.   

 

The study is based on the main factor connecting tenants and landlords ɬ rents.  Rent levels 

worked to provide both landowners and tenants with an income and can be used to identify the 

relative economic power of the two groups over time.  This, in turn, had a knock -on effect on 

decisions to enclose or improve lands, farm sizes and tenant numbers on an estate, as well as 

social effects, all of which shall be discussed in the course of this study.  Furthermore, the 

factors covered by this study also had an effect on issues which have been the subject of other 

studies such as wages and the number of labourers employed.  Importantly, the role of tenants 

in instigating changes and improvements to the land and in negotiating their rents is given 

consideration, providing evidence contrary to the assumption that all -powerful landlords  

implemented changes which often worked to the detriment of those residing on their estates .  

Thus this study adds a further dimension to our understanding of rural society and the factors 

which led to the changes historians have been so eager to discuss.  The study concentrates on 

post-enclosure parishes and estates of the nineteenth century, examining the effects of other 

improvements and changing economic factors on the landed estate; a move away from the 

traditional examination of enclosure as a turning point and a look at ot her changes on the estate 

in this period.  

 

F.M.L. Thompson noted both the importance of rental data and its limitations.  He pointed out 

ÛÏÈÛɯȿÛÏÌɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯÙÌÕÛÚɯÐÚɯÕÖÙÔÈÓÓàɯÈɯÙÌÈÚÖÕÈÉÓÌɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÖÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓɯÚÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɀȭ1  Rental 

accounts are one of the main forms of evidence used to support this thesis and rent levels and 

payments form a central theme.  They add a further dimension to the body of extant research.  

Changes in farming and improvements to the land , as well as the relative roles of landlords and 

stewards and the changing place of tenants in society, have all been studied in terms of the 

agricultural rental economy.  Furthermore, correspondence of landlords has been used to add 

further information on estate management, landlord opinion s on their estates and their tenants, 

and often the thinking behind their decisions and actions.  These can all be used in order to 

                                                           
1
 CΦaΦ[Φ ¢ƘƻƳǇǎƻƴΦΣ Ψ!ƴ !ƴŀǘƻƳȅ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ мутл-мфмпΩ ƛƴ .Φ! IƻƭŘŜǊƴŜǎǎΦ ŀƴŘ aΦ ¢ǳǊƴŜǊΣ Land, 

Labour and Agriculture, 1700-1920: Essays for Gordon Mingay (London, 1991), p.227. 
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determine why landed estates were managed as they were and whether landlords were wholly 

liable for negative social effects of estate management decisions.  John Steane has noted the 

interest which Northamptonshire landlords had in their estates but here their correspondence is 

used more closely with rental data in order to ascertain, in so far as is possible, the social and 

economic reasons for and the impact of their estate management decisions.2  Overall this study 

uses accounts and correspondence to analyze not only the rural economy but also the social 

changes created by the fluctuating agricultural economy and estate responses to it, adding a 

further dimension to existing studies of the rural economy in general and of rural 

Northamptonshire in this period in particular.  

 

This study examines the rental economy of the Northamptonshire landed estate in detail.  G.E. 

Mingay fou nd that local estate evidence adds detail to a study such as how the role of great 

landlords and their stewards worked in practice, what problems were faced on landed estates 

and how they were dealt with. 3  It is within this context that this study aims to discover the 

dynamics of the rural rental economy in Northamptonshire.  The agreement of rent levels and 

the adjustment of the rural rental economy across the period are of particular interest with 

agreed rent levels, arrears and abatements and the flexibility of the rental economy in 

Northamptonshire forming the central themes.  

 

Why Northamptonshire?  

 

Northamptonshire has been the subject of several important studies regarding enclosure and 

common rights ÐÕɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙȮɯÔÖÚÛɯÕÖÛÈÉÓàɯ)ȭ,ȭɯ-ÌÌÚÖÕɀÚɯƕƝƝƗɯÚÛÜËàɯÖÍɯÊÖÔÔÖÕÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛàȭ4  

Not only does it have a wealth of documents surviving for a large number of landed estates 

across the nineteenth century but it was one of the counties of England which was mo st affected 

by parliamentary enclosure.  As a result there has been a great deal of work undertaken on 

Northamptonshire in this period.  However, there has been little work done on estate 

management or the changing nature of the landed estate in this period, with work concentrating 

on the impact of enclosure on tenants, small owners and labourers in the county.  As a result the 

work on the county provides a skewed picture, concentrating on the negative effects of changes 

in agriculture and only those social  groups worst affected.  This study provides information on 

                                                           
2
 J.M. Steane, The Northamptonshire Landscape: Northamptonshire and the Soke of Peterborough (London, 1974). 

p.223. 
 
3
 DΦ9Φ aƛƴƎŀȅΣ Ψ9ǎǘŀǘŜ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 9ƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ-/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ YŜƴǘΩΣ AgHR 4:2 (1956), p.108. 

 
4
 J.M. Neeson, Commoners: Common Right, Enclosure and Social Changing England, 1700-1820 (Cambridge, 1993). 
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another aspect of rural society, the reasoning behind the decisions of landowners and the effects 

of these on both the landowners and their tenants. 

 

 Estate Management and its Impact  

 

Despite the lack of attention the subject has received from historians, estate management 

decisions were central to rural society and form the context within which the agricultural 

community operated, affecting not only tenants but also the place of labourers in society, the 

impact of investment and economic change and the operation of the landed estate in rural 

society.  Indeed the place of tenants in society and the function of the landed estate were central 

to English rural society in the nineteenth centur y and how the landlord -tenant economy 

operated was central in dictating changes in rural society in this period.  

 

Overall this study adds a further dimension to the history of English rural society in the 

nineteenth century, taking a local study of Northamptonshire  to demonstrate the complexities 

of landed estates and estate management.  This in turn adds further detail to the body of extant 

ÙÌÚÌÈÙÊÏɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛȭɯɯ,ÖËÌÓÚɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯ$ȭ/ɯ3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕɀÚɯÔÖÙÈÓɯÌÊÖÕÖÔàȮɯÛÏÌɯ'ÈÔÔÖÕËÚɀɯÞÖÙÒɯ

on the village labourer and even J.Mȭɯ-ÌÌÚÖÕɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÖÕɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌɯËÖɯÕÖÛɯÈÊÒÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌɯ

the importance of estate management or its operation but remain dominant models on which 

historians rely.  As a result landlords are generally portrayed as interested solely in their profits, 

irrespective of the social harm they were causing and tenants (those who were not 

proletarianized by enclosure in any case) have been completely overlooked.  In practice, as this 

study will show, landowners took a great interest in their estates and tenants ɬ even where they 

employed stewards and estate managers ɬ whereas it was often the case that tenants sought to 

maximise their profits and sought investment in their lands, larger farms and lower costs, and 

both groups were reliant on the agricultural economy.  Th us the landed estate was more 

complex than previous studies have implied and this study provides a further dimension to the 

extant body of research and looks at those who have been overlooked or misrepresented in the 

current dominant work in the field.  
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The Historical Context of This Study  

 

3ÏÌɯȿ ÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯ1ÌÝÖÓÜÛÐÖÕɀ 

 

The changes in English agriculture which occurred across the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries have often been considered to form an agricultural revolution.  Lord Ernle is often 

accredited with identifying the agricultural revolution as taking place in this period, although 

his work has been challenged since.  In his work of 1912 Ernle wrote that the agricultural 

revolution took place c.1750-1850 and consisted of large-scale enclosure, the adoption of new 

crops, the improvement of livestock and the intro duction of new farming machinery.  This 

ÌÕÈÉÓÌËɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯÎÙÖÞÐÕÎɯÐÕËÜÚÛÙÐÈÓɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÍÌËȭɯɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚÖÕɯ×ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÖÜÛɯ

ÛÏÈÛɯÏÐÚɯÝÐÌÞÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÕÖÛɯÕÌÞɯÈÕËɯÏÐÚɯËÌÍÐÕÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÙÌÝÖÓÜÛÐÖÕɯÞÈÚɯȿËÌÍÐÕÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

ÛÌÙÔÚɀɯÖÍɯÌÐÎÏÛÌÌÕÛÏɯÈÕËɯÕineteenth-century writers such as Arthur Young.  He found that 

$ÙÕÓÌɀÚɯÐËÌÈÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÉÈÚÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÚÚÜÔ×ÛÐÖÕɯÛÏÈÛɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÌɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÉÌÎÐÕÕÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

eighteenth century had changed little since medieval times until the agricultural revolution, 

which w as pioneered by large landowners and their largest tenants.5   

 

The idea of an agricultural revolution has since been challenged by a number of historians, most 

notably Eric Kerridge who wrote in the 1960s that the break from medieval farming practices 

took place before 1750 and some significant changes had been adopted before 1700, including 

convertible husbandry and artificial irrigation. 6  Furthermore, he argued that much of England 

had been enclosed by 1700 and a great deal of this before 1500.  But Kerridge too has been 

challenged on a number of points.  Bruce Campbell suggested there was no post-medieval 

ȿÙÌÝÖÓÜÛÐÖÕɀɯÚÐÔ×ÓàɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÔÌËÐÌÝÈÓɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɯÞÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÈÚɯÉÈÊÒÞÈÙËɯÈÚɯÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÈÕÚɯÈÚÚÜÔÌËȮɯÈÕËɯ

G.E. Mingay pointed out that what is referred to as the ag ricultural revolution actually occurred 

over a number of centuries, from the development of convertible husbandry in the sixteenth 

century, as a part of 

 

a long-term process of reorganization and change in land-use, accompanied by 

expansion of the cultivat ed area, that made possible a greater output without 

making a correspondingly larger demand on the  labour  supply. 7 

                                                           
5
 T. Williamson, The Transformation of Rural England: Farming and the Landscape 1700-1870 (Exeter, 2002), pp.1-

2. 
 
6
 Williamson, TransformationΦΣ ǇΦнΤ 9ΦCΦ DŜƴƻǾŜǎŜΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ aŀƴȅ CŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƻǊŀƭ 9ŎƻƴƻƳȅΤ ! /ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ 
5ŜōŀǘŜΩΣ Past and Present 58 (1973), p.163. 
 
7
 G.E. Mingay., Enclosure and the Small Farmer in the Age of the Industrial Revolution (London, 1968), pp.17-18; 

B.M.S. Campbell, English Seigniorial Agriculture, 1250-1450 (Cambridge, 2000), pp.3-4. 
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However, F.M.L. Thompson suggested that significant improvements did take place in the 

nineteenth century but only after 1830 whilst Mingay s uggested they took place after 1850.8  

,ÐÕÎÈàɀÚ argument is reinforced by Williamson and Wade -Martins, who found that the 

ÐÕÝÌÚÛÔÌÕÛɯÐÕɯÕÌÞɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÔÈÊÏÐÕÌÙàɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÐÚÛÐÊɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯȿÏÐÎÏɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɀɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɯÖÍɯ

the mid -nineteenth century rather than o f 1750-1850, which was instead characterised by 

techniques and improvements which were  labour  intensive but cheap in materials.9   

 

High farming itself, which is generally deemed to have been adopted across England in the 

1850s and is discussed in more detail in chapter 3, was defined by Eric Nash thus: 

 

Farming that employs a high volume of inputs per acre and aims at a high volume 

of output.  Its success or failure is measured by the yield of income, and income 

depends upon the difference between output and input.  

 

However, he found that this definition was not applied uniformly, and contemporaries often 

used the term based on abstract criteria covering improvements intended to dramatically 

increase profits and it was often used to describe almost any farmer who invested in the soil, 

seeds or livestock although the notion behind it was one of  maximising  income whatever the 

cost.10  Thus despite its having a narrow definition, the term high farming was often used to 

describe a number of varied changes in farming which were intended to increase profits, 

regardless of whether or not they were actually what we would consider to be farming high.  

 

3ÏÜÚȮɯÌÝÌÕɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÛÏÌɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓɯÊÖÕÚÌÕÚÜÚɯÈÔÖÕÎÚÛɯÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÈÕÚɯÐÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÕÖɯȿÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯ

ÙÌÝÖÓÜÛÐÖÕɀȮɯÞÐÛÏɯimprovements in agriculture beginning long before 1750 and continuing after 

1850, considerable changes did take place in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as 

demand for produce rose and greater profits could be made in agriculture.  These 

improvemen ts form an important part of this thesis as they were often carried out with the 

intention of increasing profits and had a knock -on effect on the rental economy, estate 

management as well as wider implications for rural society.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
8
 Williamson, Transformation, pp.2-3. 

 
9
 S. Wade-MŀǊǘƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ¢Φ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΣ Ψ[ŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ LƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΥ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ /ƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ 9ŀǎǘ !ƴƎƭƛŀΣ ŎƛǊŎŀ мтрл-
мутлΩΣ Labour History Review 62 (1997), p.288. 
 
10

 .Φ!Φ IƻƭŘŜǊƴŜǎǎΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ hǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ IƛƎƘ CŀǊƳƛƴƎΩ ƛƴ IƻƭŘŜǊƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ¢ǳǊƴŜǊΣ Land, Labour and Agriculture, pp.150-1. 
 



7 
 

Enclosure  

 

One of the main changes to the English rural landscape has been the enclosure of the open 

fields.  Whilst this study examines estates which had already been enclosed before 1801, the 

historiography of enclosure not only explains the organization of enclosed landscapes but also 

discusses a number of changes which are attributed to enclosure.  However, this study will 

show that these investments and changes continued to take place long after lands were 

enclosed.  Therefore, enclosure and the changes it is accredited with bringing are of importance 

here. 

 

Enclosure changed the physical appearance of the landscape and was noted for its startling 

effect in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by writers such as Northamptonshire  poet John 

Clare.  Lands were enclosed for a variety of reasons, usually with the intention of increasing the 

estate profits and productivity or enabling the improvement of the land.  Land was enclosed in 

a number of ways but in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries parliamentary enclosure 

became the principal form of enclosure in England and was undertaken on a grand scale, 

changing the landscape and the way farms and rural society were constructed. 

 

David Eastwood calculated that 5.8 million acres of land were enclosed after 1730 by 3,945 Acts 

of PÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛȭɯɯ3ÏÐÚɯÊÖÔ×ÙÐÚÌËɯÖÍɯƕƜɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯÓÈÕËɯÈÕËɯÊÖÝÌÙÌËɯÈÙÖÜÕËɯÖÕÌ-third of 

English parishes.11  However, Act of Parliament was not the only way land was enclosed.  

Wade-Martins discussed two other methods which were used to enclose lands before and 

throughout this period ɬ piecemeal enclosure of their own lands by farmers and enclosure of 

parishes by agreement of all the landowners.  Piecemeal enclosure was undertaken by farmers 

exchanging strips between themselves and then fencing in their lands once they had an 

adequately large piece of land amalgamated.  Enclosure by agreement usually took place where 

there were few owners involved and an agreement could be reached.  Both were informal 

methods and open to legal challenge but avoided the costs of parliamentary enclosure, making 

them worthwhile options where possible and options which were frequently used even in the 

peak age of parliamentary enclosure.12  Northamptonshire  underwent a great deal of 

parliamentary enclosure, in fact W.E. Tate desÊÙÐÉÌËɯÐÛɯÈÚɯȿthe ÊÖÜÕÛàɯÖÍɯ/ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛÈÙàɯÐÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɀɯ

                                                           
11

 D. Eastwood, Government and Community in the English Provinces, 1700-1870 (London, 1997), p.121. 
 
12

 S. Wade-Martins, Farmers, Landlords and Landscapes: Rural Britain, 1720-1870 (Macclesfield, 2004), pp.23-4, 31. 
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and J.M. Neeson calculated that two-thirds of its agricultural land was enclosed between 1750 

and 1815.13 

 

Eastwood saw the enclosure of land, particularly by Act of Parliament, to be a move from the 

old customary method of landholding to a more structured method of landholding, set out in 

statute: 

 

As customary patterns of land -holding gave way to a new propertied order so 

customary modes of communal regulation gave way to stronger legal definitions of 

status and entitlement.  Enclosure Acts either subordinated custom to statute or, 

implicitly, translated the language of custom into the currency of a new propertied 

allocation.14 

 

Mingay, on the other hand, suggested that Parliament and the landed interest w hich undertook 

×ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛÈÙàɯÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯÐÛɯÛÖɯÉÌɯȿÈɯÙÌËÐÚÛÙÐÉÜÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ×ÙÖ×ÌÙÛàɯÊÈÙÙÐÌËɯÖÜÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

ÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÚɯ ÖÍɯ ÔÖÙÌɯ ÌÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÛɯ ÈÕËɯ ÔÖÙÌɯ ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÝÌɯ ÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɀɯ ÈÕËɯ ÕÖÛɯ Èɯ ÓÖÚÚɯ ÖÍɯ ÊÜÚÛÖÔÚɯ ÖÙɯ

subordination of the rights of tenants or labourers.  And with ÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯ/ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕɯÞÐÛÏɯ

an enclosure was simply to establish rules for the redistribution of the land. 15 

 

Even though the peak period of parliamentary enclosure was between around 1750 and 1850 

enclosure was, in fact, a long-term process, beginning long before 1750 and continuing after 

1850.16  Rachel Crawford emphasised the co-existence of open field and enclosed landscapes in 

England prior to the parliamentary enclosure of the eighteenth century and commented that  

 

By the middle of the sixteenth century the process had shifted from vicious land 

grabbing by unscrupulous lords and informal hedging -in of plots by smallholders 

toward enclosure by agreement until the middle of the eighteenth century. 17 

 

                                                           
13

 J.M. NeesonΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ hǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ƛƴ 9ƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ-/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ bƻǊǘƘŀƳǇǘƻƴǎƘƛǊŜΩΣ Past and Present 105 
(1984), p.116. 
 
14

 Eastwood, Government and Community, pp.123, 165. 
 
15

 G.E. Mingay (ed.), J.L. Hammond and B. Hammond, The Village Labourer (London, 1978), p.xxiii. 
 
16

 Wade-Martins, Farmers, Landlords and Landscape, p.18. 
 
17

 R. Crawford, Poetry, Enclosure and the Vernacular Landscape1700-1830 (Cambridge, 2002), p.46. 
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Whatever the reason of landlords for enclosing thei r lands, enclosure was taking place before 

the eighteenth century.  Wordie placed the beginning of the enclosure movement as c.1500 but 

viewed the seventeenth century as the most important time in the history of enclosure.  Even 

though the acreages enclosed in this century cannot be accurately calculated, he argued, 

ÊÖÕÛÌÔ×ÖÙÈÙàɯ ÞÙÐÛÌÙÚɀɯ ÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÈÙàȮɯ ÈÓÖÕÎɯ ÞÐÛÏɯ ÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÈÕÚɀɯ ÊÈÓÊÜÓÈÛÐÖÕÚȮɯ ÚÜÎÎÌÚÛɯ ÛÏÈÛɯ ÛÏÌɯ

piecemeal enclosure of the seventeenth century was more significant than the parliamentary 

enclosure which followed. 18  He found that 1600-1760 was the most crucial period in the history 

of enclosure and England had moved from being a mostly open field to a mostly enclosed 

country in the course of the seventeenth century.19   

 

'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯ6ÖÙËÐÌɀÚɯÚÛÈÛÐÚÛÐÊÚȮɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÈÚÌȮɯÓÌÈÝÌɯÈɯÓÖÛɯÛÖɯÉÌɯËÌÚÐÙÌËȭɯ For example, he calculated 

that 75 percent of England was enclosed by 1760.  If one assumes the majority of this to have 

been post-1600, as implicit in his thesis that the majority of enclosures took place between these 

two dates, this averages out to around 5 percent per decade.  If one takes it from what he 

suggests was the beginning of enclosure ɬ 1400 ɬ it is still an average of over 2 percent per 

decade.  Yet between 1760 and 1780 he considered the fact that almost 5 percent of the country 

was enclosed over these 20 years to be an increase on what had gone before, unlikely even if 

one does not account for peaks and troughs in previous decades.20  However, what is certain is 

that enclosure took place at a dramatic rate from the early-eighteenth century and that 

parliamentary enclosure became the dominant type from around the 1750s.  Gregory and 

Anthony Clark concluded that Parliamentary enclosure served to enclose only 22 percent of 

EnÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯÓÈÕËɯÉÜÛɯÉàɯƕƜƙƔɯȿÝÐÙÛÜÈÓÓàɯÈÓÓɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÓÈÕËɯÞÈÚɯ×ÙÐÝÈÛÌÓàɯÏÌÓËɀȮɯÔÌÈÕÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ

majority of enclosure must have taken place by non-Parliamentary means.  They did find, 

however, that even in 1600 there was little more common land than was later enclosed by Act of 

Parliament, implying that common land was only enclosed in this manner. 21   

 

Therefore, enclosure had a huge impact on the Northamptonshire landscape, rural society and 

the landed estate.  The primary concern of historians has been the loss of commons and 

common rights at enclosure, which I will come to shortly, but this thesis con centrates on the 

post-enclosure landscape of Northamptonshire.  Whilst enclosure itself has been viewed as 

                                                           
18

 WΦwΦ ²ƻǊŘƛŜΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ /ƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΣ мрлл-мфмпΩΣ Economic History Review 36 (1983), pp.483-4. 
 
19

 Ibid., pp.483-503. 
 
20

 Ibid., p.486. 
 
21

 DΦ /ƭŀǊƪ ŀƴŘ !Φ /ƭŀǊƪΣ Ψ/ƻƳƳƻƴ wƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ [ŀƴŘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ мптр-муофΩΣ The Journal of Economic History 61:4 
(2001) pp.1010-1. 
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causing extensive short-term destruction and immediate change to farm sizes and rent levels, it 

has also been seen to have had a longer-term impact.  Therefore, enclosure provides a 

foundation for this work, enabling an examination of the landed estate, improvements and 

investment and the agricultural rental economy in the longer term, rather than a short -term 

study of the period directly following enc losure.  Examining economic change and estate 

management on already enclosed lands further enables an examination of estate responses to 

economic fluctuations using data which does not contain the short -term fluctuations often 

attributed to enclosure alone. 

 

Impact of Enclosure: Loss of Commons and the Small Farmer 

 

3ÏÌɯ×ÙÐÕÊÐ×ÈÓɯÞÖÙÒɯÖÕɯÙÜÙÈÓɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɯÐÚɯ)ȭ,ȭɯ-ÌÌÚÖÕɀÚɯCommoners.  

-ÌÌÚÖÕɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÐÚɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙÐÓàɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÊÏÈÕÎÐÕÎɯÊÖÔÔÖÕɯÙÐÎÏÛÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÈÕÎÐÕÎɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÐÕɯ

society of those exploiting them as economic structures and ideologies changed, particularly at 

enclosure.22  Her work on the loss of commons and the proletarianization of the labouring 

classes provides not only a social picture of Northamptonshire to which this study ad ds a more 

economic viewpoint, but also provides further detail on social and economic changes in rural 

society in this period.  With the loss of commons and common rights, it is argued labourers and 

some small tenants were proletarianized but, at the same time, little has been discussed in the 

way of tenant demand for land leading to such enclosures or the economic reasoning behind 

such decisions.  The long-term impact of such enclosures has, again, been neglected by 

historians. 

 

The proletarianization of t he labouring classes and the fate of the small farmer has been 

discussed at length by historians.  The majority of the research on this subject is based upon the 

work of John and Barbara Hammond.  In The Village Labourer (1911) the Hammonds argued that 

changes to agriculture in this period, particularly parliamentary enclosure, dispossessed the 

rural labouring classes, who were forced to migrate to new industrial cities and join the English 

proletariat.  The Hammonds changed the focus of studies of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries from the rural elite to the labouring poor. 23  In the years since the publication of The 

Village Labourer ÛÏÌÙÌɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯÈɯÕÜÔÉÌÙɯÖÍɯÊÙÐÛÐÊÐÚÔÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ'ÈÔÔÖÕËÚɀɯÞÖÙÒȭɯɯ8ÌÛɯÐÛɯÙÌÔÈÐÕÚɯ

an important study and has been the basis of many others on enclosure and its effect on the 

lower classes of agricultural society.  The idea of the labouring classes (and often the small 

farmer) being proletarianized remaining central to a number of works, primarily those 

                                                           
22

 Neeson, Commoners. 
 
23

Hammonds, The Village Labourer. 
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concerning themselves with enclosure and commons, including the works of G.E. Mingay and 

J.D. Chambers and more recently formed an important theme in the otherwise contrasting 

theories of Neeson and Shaw-Taylor. 

 

The second wave of parliamentary enclosure (1790-1815) has been identified as the main period 

in which wasteland was reclaimed and historians have suggested that such reclamation was 

deemed necessary as the extant open field system was under the stress of rapidly increasing 

demand in the 1760s.24  It was a mixture of expanding agricultural land and increasing yields on 

existing agricultural lands which eased this stress and around 1.8 million acres of common land 

were enclosed before 1836 and a further half million acres after.25  It must be stated, however, 

that much wasteland had been left uncultivated for so long due to its poor quality.  So much so, 

in fact, that some was cultivated in the French Wars (1792-1815) but reverted to waste 

afterwards when it was no longer profitable.  The North York Moors were predominantly la nds 

of such poor quality that enclosure acts did not require lands to be fenced.  Other acts excluded 

areas of land which would not have been profitable.  However, John Chapman discovered that 

enclosure could make commons and wastes extremely profitable as even though rents on 

enclosed wasteland were lower than average for the time such lands could bring in a significant 

income on the basis of the quantity of land brought into the rental economy. 26 

 

Between 6 and 7.35 million acres of common land were abolished by enclosure and with this 

common rights were lost. 27  3ÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÞÐËÌÚ×ÙÌÈËɯÊÖÔÔÖÕɯÙÐÎÏÛÚɯÞÌÙÌɯȿÛÏÌɯÙÐÎÏÛɯÛÖɯÎÙÈáÌɯÊÈÛÛÓÌɯ

on land (common of pasture), to cut turf or gorse for fuel (common of turbay), and take wood 

for building, repair, or fuel (common o ÍɯÌÚÛÖÝÌÙȺɀɯÈÕËɯÖÞÕÌÙÚÏÐ×ɯÖÍɯÚÜÊÏɯÙÐÎÏÛÚɯÈËÏÌÙÌËɯÛÖɯÓÈÕËÚɯ

or dwellings in a parish, rather than individuals. 28  The extent of the common rights held by 

agricultural labourers is much debated by historians.  Neeson calculated that around half the 

households in open field villages held common rights, including labourers and tenant farmers. 29  

                                                           
24

 Crawford, Poetry, EnclosureΣ ǇΦммΤ WΦ /ƘŀǇƳŀƴΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ 9ȄǘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ bŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΩΣ AgHR 35:1 
(1987), pp.33-4. 
 
25

 Wade-aŀǊǘƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴ Ψ[ŀōƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ LƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΩΣ ǇΦнтрΤ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴΣ Transformation, p.15. 
 
26

 WΦ /ƘŀǇƳŀƴΣ ΨwŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΥ ! /ƻƳƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ /ƭŀǊƪΩΣ The Journal of Economic History 59:2 (1999), p.450. 
 
27

 Mingay, Parliamentary Enclosure in England (London, 1997)Σ ǇΦурΤ LΦ ²ƘȅǘŜΣ Ψέ²ƛƭŘΣ .ŀǊǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ CǊƛƎƘǘŦǳƭέ ς
Parliamentary Enclosure in Upland County: Westmorland 1767-муфлΩΣ Rural History 14:1 (2003), pp.27-8; 
/ƘŀǇƳŀƴΣ ΨtŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΩΣ ǇΦнуΦ 
 
28

 WΦ .ƭǳƳΣ ΨwŜǾƛŜǿΥ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΩΣ Journal of Modern History 53:3 (1981), p.478. 
 
29

 L. Shaw-TaylorΣ ΨtŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ tǊƻƭŜǘŀǊƛŀǘΩΣ Journal of 
Economic history 61:3 (2001), pp.644-7. 
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The extent to which the poor could keep cows on the common has also been questioned in 

recent years.  However, "ÓÈÙÒɯÈÕËɯ"ÓÈÙÒɯÊÈÓÊÜÓÈÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯƕƛƙƔɯȿÛÏÌɯÈÔÖÜÕÛɯÖÍɯÞaste per 

×ÌÙÚÖÕɯ ÞÈÚȱ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯ ÓÌÚÚɯ ÛÏÈÕɯ ÏÈÓÍɯ ÈÕɯ ÈÊÙÌɀɯ ÞÏÐÊÏȮɯ ÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÐÕÎɯ ÊÖÔÔÖÕɯ ÛÌÕËÌËɯ ÛÖɯ ÉÌɯ

marginal land, meant there would be too little land for the landless to keep cows on the 

common.30  Enclosure also stopped problems associated with common pasture ɬ damage caused 

by over-ÎÙÈáÐÕÎɯÊÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯ×ÙÌÝÌÕÛÌËȮɯÈÚɯÊÖÜÓËɯÛÏÌÍÛɯÖÍɯÚÏÌÌ×ɯÈÕËɯȿËÖÎÎÐÕÎɀɯȹËÙÐÝÐÕÎɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɀɯ

sheep off the best parts of the common with dogs).31   

 

3ÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌȮɯÌÝÌÕɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÈÕÚɀɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÙÌÎÈÙËÚɯÛÖɯÊÖÔÔÖÕÚɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÛÏÌɯ

social cost of the loss of common rights, the increase to the amount do land in cultivation and 

the reorganization of estates and farms at enclosure enabled further improvements to take place 

and, in itself, had an impact on the landed estate, its income and management. 

 

Rents and Estate Management 

 

In 1907 Robert J. Thompson undertook a study of nineteenth -century agricultural rents in the 

interests of improving the agricultural economy of England at the time.  Whilst his analysis of 

improvements and statistics on agricultural incomes are of great interest, the nature and timing 

of his study meant his sources remained anonymous so his figures cannot be verified and the 

estate used may provide a skewed picture.  However, his interest in rents and improvements 

provid e a concise statistical study almost contemporary with the period.  In the introduction to 

his study Thompson noted that  

 

Until we come to the royal Commission on Agriculture of 1893 -96 very little effort 

seems to have been made to obtain actual records over a series of years.32 

 

Despite this concern with the rental economy and estate incomes, the primary focus of 

historians since has been the social impact of economic changes in agriculture in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries.   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
30

 /ƭŀǊƪ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƪΣ Ψ/ƻƳƳƻƴ wƛƎƘǘǎΩΣ ǇǇΦмлон-3. 
 
31

 ²ƘȅǘŜΣ Ψ²ƛƭŘΣ .ŀǊǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ CǊƛƎƘǘŦǳƭΩΣ ǇǇΦну-9. 
 
32

 R.J. ThompsonΣ Ψ!ƴ Inquiry into the Rent of Agricultural land in England and wales During the nineteenth 
/ŜƴǘǳǊȅΩΣ Journal of the Royal Statistical Society 70:4 (1907), p.587. 
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Whilst historians such as G.E. Mingay, H.G. Hunt and David R. Stead have done some work on 

the economic workings of the landed estate, the principal study of rents across this period, and 

therefore the work central to this study, is that of Turner, Beckett  and Afton, who studied 

national rent levels for the period 1690-1914.  Rent levels and rents paid demonstrate not only 

the state of the agricultural economy but how this affected supply and demand for land and 

how it was affected by enclosure and other improvements and developments in agriculture.  

However, as Turner et al pointed out, rents were as much a social construct as they were an 

economic one, relying on negotiations and individual personalities as much as economic 

factors.33  Thus a study of the landed estate based on the rental economy is not simply an 

economic study but a study of how landed estates operated within the prevailing economy, in 

terms of the relative place and power of individuals, the power of landlords and tenurial 

relations as well as when it was most beneficial to enclose or improve the land and the reasons 

for doing so.  However, the national rental index does leave some detail to be desired.  This 

detail can be built using a local study to identify the differences in estate management and the 

function of individual estates and this is what this study aims to do.  This study will examine 

the different aspects of estate management in the agricultural economy, studying improvements 

and investment (chapter 3) and the setting and collection of rents (chapters 4 and 5) 

 

The Agricultural Economy of the Nineteenth Century: An Introduction  

 

This study takes as its basis the primary function of the rural economy ɬ farming.  However, it 

must be stressed that the rural economy was much wider than this, with farmers and estates 

relying on third parties and external tradesmen for tools and services.  Richard Moore -Colyer 

pointed out that husbandry in turn required the services of the miller, wheelwright and 

carpenter amongst other local craftsmen, making the overall rural economy and community 

much broader than simply those involved in farming and the land. 34  Owing to its good soils, 

ÏÐÎÏɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÝÐÛàɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖßÐÔÐÛàɯÛÖɯ+ÖÕËÖÕȮɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌɀÚɯÌÊÖÕÖÔàɯÊÓÖÚÌÓàɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÌËɯÛÏÌɯ

trend of the national agricultural economy.  Furthermore, the trends discussed here are the 

general trends of the agricultural economy, covering both arable farming and animal products.  

A significant amount of work has been done on the rural economy of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries and therefore a strong background for this study has already been 

provided, in terms of the general economic trends and changes occurring nationally throughout 

this period.  

 

                                                           
33

 M.R. Turner, J.V. Beckett and B. Afton (eds.), Agricultural Rent in England, 1690-1914 (Cambridge, 1997), pp.2-3. 
 
34

 R. Moore-/ƻƭȅŜǊΣ Ψ[ŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ tŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘŀƳǇǘƻƴǎƘƛǊŜΥ DǊŜŀǘ hŀƪƭŜȅΣ c1750-мурлΩΣ AgHR 45:1 (1997), p.164. 
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Before the period of this study, there were a number of changes which moved England away 

from its previous patterns of farming and changed the agricultural economy.  In line with the 

expansion of industry, Mingay established that from the eighteenth century, due to its 

dramatically rising population and therefore rising d ÖÔÌÚÛÐÊɯËÌÔÈÕËɯÍÖÙɯÊÖÙÕȮɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɯȿÓÖÚÛɯÐÛÚɯ

ÖÓËɯ ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɯ ÈÚɯ ÈÕɯ Ìß×ÖÙÛÌÙɯ ÖÍɯ ÊÖÙÕɀȮɯ ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯ ÈÚɯ ÛÏÌɯ ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯ ÉÌÊÈÔÌɯ ÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÐÕÎÓàɯ

urbanized.  This, he noted, was one of the reasons for another major change which took place in 

England on an immense scale at the time ɬ enclosure, particularly parliamentary enclosure. 35  

But population growth certainly increased demand for agricultural produce (and as a result 

agricultural profits).  Prices (and rents) rose steadily until 1792, with the advent of the French 

Wars, when French blockades led to a rapid increase in prices and thus demand for land and 

rents also increased.  Following the wars these artificially high prices fell and led to recession in 

the 1820s through to the early 1830s, with high farming (farming  for maximum income, 

regardless of the costs incurred) becoming widely adopted in the 1840s and 50s.36 

 

In 1846 the Corn Laws were repealed, preventing the protection of domestic crop prices and no 

longer limiting import levels.  But the long -term depression predicted to result from this did not 

occur.  Over the next twenty years grain imports did increase but, Howell found, despite this, 

farmers remained prosperous, with increases in domestic demand buying up the increased 

imports, with only 1848 -1852 being years of depression.37  Indeed, Tom Williamson found that 

even by 1851 imports provided only 16 percent of agricultural produce consumed in England 

and Wales.38   ÕËɯÞÐÛÏɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌËɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÝÐÛàɯÊÈÔÌɯÎÙÌÈÛɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯ

farmers to feed the growing industrial populations both enabled industrial growth and 

minimized losses to gross domestic product which would have been made by purchasing 

imports.  As a result of this, Martin Daunton found, by 1851 Britain had the highest per capita 

income in the world, despite its extensive population growth. 39  #ÈÜÕÛÖÕɀÚɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÍÈÐÓÚɯÛÖɯ

distinguish agricultural and industrial income and the latter outweighed the former by the mid -

nineteenth century.  This was a significant drop in the importance of agriculture - in 1770 

 ÙÛÏÜÙɯ8ÖÜÕÎɯÌÚÛÐÔÈÛÌËɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÌɯÛÖɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛɯÍÖÙɯƘƙɯ×ÌÙÊÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ
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modern calculations suggest had fallen to 33 percent by 1800.40  Added to this the Corn Laws 

(until 1846) and transport limitations (which limit ed import levels until around the 1870s) 

meant that the increasing industrial population increased demand for domestic produce and 

kept food prices high for the majority of this period.  Thus even when it was no longer 

×ÙÖÝÐËÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÑÖÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯ&NP landowning (and to a lesser extent farming) was still a 

highly profitable occupation.   

 

With regards to Northamptonshire in particular, Steane established that even by 1850 the 

county remained predominantly dependent on agriculture. 41  Northamptonshire remained rural 

yet suffered comparatively little civil unrest than other agricultural counties and regions across 

this period, indicating that lands were improved and remained profitable to farmers (even 

when paying their labourers liveable wages).  This, Mingay noted, was in contrast to counties 

which did not develop industrial centres or have expansion in agriculture which were subject to 

a great deal of civil unrest in the nineteenth century. 42  Evidence of this study further 

demonstrates that agriculture  in the county remained profitable in this period and lands were 

being invested in and improved in order to keep it that way enabling the county to survive 

economically despite its lack of industry.  

 

In all, there were a significant number of other factors  contributing to the increasing demand for 

agricultural produce in the nineteenth century and the primary trend was towards growth until 

the 1870s.  The repeal of the Corn Laws had had little immediate effect resulting in a belief that 

demand for corn woul d continue to rise indefinitely.  This belief was shattered by the crash in 

domestic agriculture in the 1870s.43  From the 1870s onwards, improved transport enabled the 

middle -west of America to send far greater quantities of goods to England which, Howell 

argued, was of better quality than the domestic variety. 44 

 

Lord Ernle wrote in the early -ÛÞÌÕÛÐÌÛÏɯÊÌÕÛÜÙàɯÛÏÈÛɯɀÍÙÖÔɯÛÐÔÌɯÛÖɯÛÐÔÌȮɯÊÐÙÊÜÔÚÛÈÕÊÌÚɯÊÖÔÉÐÕÌɯ

to produce acute conditions of industrial collapse which may be accurately called depression.  
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Such a crisis occurred in agriculture from 1875 -84, and again 1881-ƝɀɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓɯÊÖÕÚÌÕÚÜÚɯ

is that this was the case.45  Steane found that this was not just a result of increased imports but 

also due to poor domestic harvests and cattle plague, both of which hit Northamptonshire in 

the 1870s.46  With a prolonged fall in prices rents also fell.  Cannadine calculated that by the 

mid -1890s rents were back around the level they had been in the 1840s and did not begin to rise 

again until around 1914.  The fall in rents passed on the struggle to landlords, many of whom 

had large mortgages and whose incomes fell dramatically.47 

 

Further to this the type of farming undertaken had an impact on the profitability of the land.  

Until 1750 pasture rents were higher but arable profits increased and rents balanced out.48  From 

the 1870s arable rents fell first, then pasture (as refrigeration techniques improved to enable 

imports) and in the 1880s-90s dairying and market gardening survived better than other types 

of farming. 49 

 

The fluctuations in the wider agricultural economy affected the profitability of the land and 

therefore are an ongoing, underlying theme of this thesis.  These general trends provide the 

background to the rises and falls in the economy and the thesis will dem onstrate how rural 

society and the landed estate responded to these changes.  Rent levels themselves were closely 

affected by price levels too, but this will be discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, where rent levels and 

payments are examined in their economic context. 

 

The Agricultural Community  

 

The agricultural community changed over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, as the economic and social ties between landlords and tenants altered and demand 

for labour, poor laws and even the extended franchise, all worked to change how landed society 

and therefore the agricultural community operated.  The Hammonds, writing in 1911, 

commented that 
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The agricultural community which was taken to pieces in the eighteenth century 

and reconstructed in the manner in which a dictator reconstructs a free government, 

was threatened from many points. It was not killed by avarice alone. 50 

 

There has been a great deal of debate since the Hammonds were writing, including on the scale 

of enclosure and its effects, but their idea that rural society was changed for the worse as a 

result of the actions of wealthy landowners remains central to research on the period, including 

ËÌÉÈÛÌÚɯÙÌÎÈÙËÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÌÍÍÌÊÛɯÖÍɯÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɯÈÕËɯÔÖËÌÓÚɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯ3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕɀÚɯÔÖÙÈÓɯÌÊÖÕÖÔàȭɯɯ

However, i n practice, landlords did not seek simply to maximise rents and increase 

productivity but sought to preserve the long -term profitability of their estates, including 

maintaining tenants.  Thus, overall, agricultural society changed significantly across this  period 

but not with intent to harm the lower classes or indeed indifference to them, but with the 

intention of preserving a degree of tenant prosperity.  

 

Central to the transition which occurred in rural society in the course of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries were changes to farming itself, from enclosure to the adoption of different 

farming types and methods and increasing farm sizes.  On top of this Williamson and Wade 

Martins established that after around 1840 transport networks improved, allow ing farmers to 

bring in materials from further afield or even overseas and as a result farms no longer 

depended on local resources but brought in materials such as marl and manufactures such as 

tile pipes, to improve their lands. 51  ,ÖÙÌɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓÓàȮɯÛÏÌɯȿÊÏÈnging geography of agricultural 

×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÖÕɀɯ×ÓÜÚɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÐÕÎɯÈÙÌÈɯÜÕËÌÙɯÊÜÓÛÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÓÚÖɯÈÍÍÌÊÛÌËɯÛÏÌɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɯ

as commons and wastes were brought under cultivation and the skills required and numbers of 

labourers needed varied as the type of farming undertaken changed. 52  Thus as agriculture 

ËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÌËɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÓÈÕËÚÊÈ×Ìɯ ÖÍɯ $ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯ ÊÖÜÕÛÙàÚÐËÌɯ ÊÏÈÕÎÌËɯ ÈÕËɯ ÚÖɯ ËÐËɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯ

community.  Along with developments in farming came developments in the way the landed 

estate was managed.  Steane observed that the increasing professionalization of stewards, 

surveyors and other land management agencies came with the increasing interest of landlords 

in agriculture and improving their estates. 53   
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The Importance of Landed Society and Landowners 

 

In his 1963 work English Landed Society in the Nineteenth Century, F.M.L. Thompson wrote that  

 

The landed interest... at least until 1851, formed the largest group in society.  Besides 

the landowners who formed the nobility and gentry of the country it com prised the 

great body of the agricultural community, the farmers and labourers who were the 

producers, and the blacksmiths, wheelwrights and publicans who provided them 

with services.  It provided direct employment for a high proportion of the large 

class of domestic servants and for the sizeable body of estate workers of varied skills 

and trades.  But it also provided the chief means of livelihood for most of the 

professional men and retail traders of the country towns. 54 

 

#ÌÚ×ÐÛÌɯ3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕɀÚɯÈÚÚÌÙÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏe importance of studying agricultural society as a whole 

more recent scholarship has failed to do so, concentrating on the lower classes in society and 

ignoring those influential in determining how landed estates operated. 55  This study seeks to go 

some way towards redressing the balance, examining how the landed estates on which the rest 

of agricultural society relied operated and providing this information in the context of extant 

studies of other groups in and aspects of society. 

 

Thompson found that the nineteenth century in particular was characterised by a changing 

social order, not one of rigidity changing only in the rapid decline from the 1880s.  Instead he 

found that as a result of economic change the structure of society was constantly changing, 

although landed magnates remained at the apex of society the character and relative 

ÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÊÌɯ ÖÍɯ ÛÏÌÐÙɯ ÚÛÈÛÜÚɯ ÈÓÛÌÙÌËɯ ȿÜÕËÌÙɯ ÛÏÌɯ ×ÙÌÚÚÜÙÌÚɯ ÎÌÕÌÙÈÛÌËɯ Éàɯ ÐÕËÜÚÛÙÐÈÓÐáÈÛÐÖÕɀȭ56  

Indeed, David Spring pointed out that until the 1880s the landed gentry believed th at 

ȿÖÞÕÌÙÚÏÐ×ɯÖÍɯÈÕɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÏÈÓÓÔÈÙÒɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÐÕÎɯÊÓÈÚÚɀȭ57  As a result it becomes 
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clear that landed estates and landed estate management are essential to our understanding of 

English rural society in the eighteenth and nineteenth centurie s. 

 

The Importance of the Landed Elite 

 

The landed elite as a class underwent a great change over the course of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, primarily as a result of the dramatic changes which took place in the 

economy.  However, the greatest change in their position in society took place in the 1880s 

when cheap, better quality imports rendered domestic agriculture all but obsolete.  Up until the 

1880s English society was, F.M.L. Thompson noted, both socially and politically dominated by 

the landed elite.58  The importance and wealth of this landed elite is therefore central to our 

understanding of landed estates and why they were managed as they were.  Thus this section 

will show the place of the landed elite as a group in society and demonstrate  their importance 

to rural society, whilst the specific landlords and estates of this study, and how they fit into this 

background, will be discussed in chapter 2. 

 

4ÕÛÐÓɯÛÏÌɯƕƜƜƔÚɯÓÈÕËɯÞÈÚɯÖÍɯÎÙÌÈÛɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÊÌɯÛÖɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯÌÊÖÕÖÔàɯÈÕËɯÈÚɯÈɯÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËÌd 

elite were of great importance in English society and politics.  J.R. Wordie commented that 

between 1700 and 1800 it was the aristocracy who ruled England, although he was keen to 

stress that this ruling class was not limited to members of the House of Lords, with social 

standing based more on the amount of land a man owned than on any title he possessed, with 

the wealth and power which came with landowning enduring even into the 1880s. 59 

 

Prior to the late-nineteenth century, Thompson found, the landed ar istocracy, although not 

dominant in every aspect of society, were the dominant group in politics, the church and the 

army and were the social group in which newspapers took the greatest interest.60  David Howell 

suggested there were three economic features which defined the landed gentry ɬ a family 

mansion, a home farm adjoining and a landed estate which was let out to tenants.61  Indeed, the 

ÍÈÔÐÓÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÛÜËàɯÈÓÓɯÍÌÓÓɯÐÕÛÖɯ'ÖÞÌÓÓɀÚɯËÌÍÐÕÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÓÈÕËÌËɯÎÌÕÛÙàɯÉÜÛɯÐÕÝÈÙÐÈÉÓàɯÏÈËɯ

interests in politics and  local society too, demonstrating that significant landed estates brought 

some degree of influence in society even where the landowners were not aristocratic.  Within 
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this context they also shared a way of life and manner of upbringing which, Thompson foun d, 

resulted in shared ideas of gentlemanly conduct, a prioritizing of the family interest over that of 

the individual and intermarriage, forming ties between a series of families. 62   

 

In terms of estate management the conduct and beliefs of the landed elite had two effects ɬ the 

strong links between landowners and stewards on different estates aided the dissemination of 

ideas and influenced how they ran and improved their estates, whilst prioritizing the family 

over the individual usually resulted in la ndowners acting to preserve the long-term profitability 

of the land even at the expense of their own short-term profits.  The latter can be identified 

where landlords abated rents in the short term to keep tenants on the land in the long term or 

where they improved the land or invested elsewhere to maintain long -term profits, often at the 

expense of short-term gain.63  Sons were also trained to manage the estates in their youth so that 

they could take over competently upon inheritance.   

 

Bogart and Richardson also suggested a further possible reason for the interest of the landed 

classes to preserve the long-term profitability of their estates.  In their work on property rights 

they found that prior to Estate Acts property rights were governed by settlements , which did 

not contain absolute rights over property but deemed the holder of the land to be holding the 

land in trust ɬ a life tenant preserving the land for his beneficiaries.  They ascertained that 

settlements required both the current holder and his h eir to agree changes in land use and were, 

from 1660, becoming obsolete with landowners seeking Estate Acts to gain full control over 

their estates.64  However, the system of settlements brought with it ideas of the longevity of the 

estate not dissimilar to those held by the landowners of this study and, indeed, preserving the 

family over the individual interest as Thompson described.  Thus, even where landlords were 

changing land use and obtaining Estate Acts to change settlements, one can identify ideas of 

long-term profitability over short -term throughout this period.  

 

With regards to ties between landlords influencing estate management, the dissemination of 

ideas occurred simply through the discus sion of estates when speaking with or writing to 

friends or  relatives.  This was not limited to familial ties, with Lord Overstone, for example, 

regularly discussing estates and improvements with old school friends and fellow politicians 
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sharing advice, problems and even arranging meetings for their stewards to do  the same 

throughout the nineteenth century.  

 

The ties between landed estates also enabled landowners to be influential in politics.  The 

political dominance of the landed elite enabled them to retain both social power and political 

preference (i.e. policies favouring the agricultural sector over the industrial).  Furthermore, as 

mentioned above ideas disseminated through political groups just as they did those tied by 

kinship.  Matthew Cragoe has observed that the landed elite continued to have considerable 

political power right through to the end of the nineteenth century.  In 1832, for example, he 

found that landowners had a great deal of political influence in their local communities and 

ÞÌÙÌɯÈÉÓÌɯÛÖɯȿÞÈÎÌɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÞÈÙÍÈÙÌɀɯÈÕËɯÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÌɯÝÖÛÌÚȮɯÈÕËɯÌÝÌÕ in 1867, following the 

extension of the franchise, their influence and power remained extensive.  This political 

ÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÌɯÈÕËɯ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɯÞÈÚȮɯÏÌɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÌËȮɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕÌËɯȿÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÙÌÍÜÓɯÊÜÓÛÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ

ÈÓÓÐÈÕÊÌÚɀɯɬ primarily kinship with other great estat es and the loyalty of owners of smaller 

estates, to whom such loyalty could lead to personal advancements such as Justice of the Peace 

(JP) positions or employment for their younger sons.65  In the second half of the nineteenth 

century however Mingay has id entified the political domination of the landed classes as being 

challenged by increasing industrial sentiment demanding better political representation for 

industrial interests. 66 

 

F.M.L. Thompson found that by the end of the eighteenth century the wealthy  landowner 

ȿÈÓÙÌÈËàɯÈËÔÐÛÛÌËɯÚÖÔÌɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɯÈÚɯÏÐÚɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÖÙɯÕÌÈÙɯÌØÜÈÓÚɀɯÈÓÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÚɯÞÌÙÌɯ

always wealthy and tended to invest in their own estates.  By 1850, he noted, the landed classes 

were often equalled in terms of wealth by those of indus trial wealth and the structure of English 

politics was no longer weighted in the favour of the landed interest.  But, despite this, landed 

magnates remained at the top of the social order.67  As a result of the importance of landowning 

in society and politi cs, successful businessmen often invested their wealth in land.  Tom 

Nicholas determined that the changing place of the landed estate in this period is evident from 

whether or not businessmen invested their wealth in purchasing land.  In particular, in the  late-

nineteenth century, Nicholas identified only a small minority of those who made their fortunes 

in business and industry investing in land.  This was because land was no longer necessary for 

men of industrial wealth to gain social position, as it once  had been, but for a few it could still 
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aid their political standing or provide a beneficial financial investment. 68  The shift of political 

power from land to industry took place in the late -nineteenth century and, Mingay and 

Cannadine observed, it accompanied a shift in the balance of the economy from agriculture to 

industry and a shift in the economic, social and political power of the aristocracy in the 

nineteenth century.69  

 

Even though Mingay accredited the decline of the landed aristocracy in part to the reform and 

extension of the franchise in 1867, their loss of power and influence in society (and politics) was 

primarily a result of the reduced economic importance of land in England at this time, as 

agriculture had become subsidiary in the English an d Welsh economies by the late-nineteenth 

century.70  Added to this, F.M.L. Thompson commented that from the 1880s agriculture was a 

contracting sector of the economy.  However, he found that as agricultural wages fell so did 

prices and the cost of living, resulting in little fall in real wages.  Unfortunately in practice 

falling monetary wages and agricultural incomes were viewed by contemporaries as a fall in 

real income leading to further loss of confidence in the land. 71  As a result demand for land fell 

in terms of both rents and sales, further contracting the agricultural sector and diminishing the 

power of the landed estate and those reliant upon it. 

 

However, as stated above one of the characteristics of the landed gentry was that they sought to 

preserve the family income in the long term, not simply their own lifetimes.  David Eastwood 

pointed out that the landed elite were Ɂan old class, used to protecting their position and 

prepared to do things they did not like in order to preserve their power ɂ.  As a result they 

sought to defend their property rights using their political power and influence in the 

nineteenth century.72  This could not protect them from the recession of the late-nineteenth 

century but in practice by this point, Mingay noted, the land ed classes had adapted to the 

changing economy and many were involved in industry as well as large landowners. 73  Thus 

even as the power and wealth of landowning diminished, diversification enabled the landed 
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elite to survive.  Only now, rather than land be ing the most secure method of investment, the 

poor incomes of landed estates were being propped up by industrial wealth.  

 

Thus the landed aristocracy themselves, their power and their place in society affected both the 

place of the landed estate in society and its management across the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries.  Their power initially lay in the wealth which the land brought them but in this 

period fortunes could be made and their incomes equalled in the industrial sector.  But the old 

wealth of t he landed elite brought with it political and social power which new wealth did not, 

creating a trend of industrial magnates buying into the land.  In the late -nineteenth century, as 

landed power and profits were eroded, land became a less desirable commodity and many of 

the old landed magnates needed to adapt their investment patterns to survive.  However, for 

the majority of the nineteenth century landowning brought great wealth which was 

infrequently equalled by industry and social and political power wh ich came from the old 

institution of the landed estate, not simply wealth or income.  

 

The Social Functions of Landed Estates 

 

Whilst this study takes as its primary focus the economic workings of the landed estate and 

their implications, the eighteenth and  nineteenth centuries have often been studied by 

historians in terms of social change.  As shown above, the most significant works on 

Northamptonshire have been more concerned with the social impact of changes to the 

landscape than the rural economy.  More widely, historians have been concerned with the 

ȿ×ÈÛÌÙÕÈÓɀɯÙÖÓÌɯÖÍɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯȿÔÖÙÈÓɯÌÊÖÕÖÔàɀɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ$ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàÚÐËÌȭ 

 

"ÌÕÛÙÈÓɯÛÖɯÚÛÜËÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÙÜÙÈÓɯÚÖÊÐÌÛàɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɯÐÚɯ$ȭ/ȭɯ3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕɀÚɯÔÖËÌÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÙÈÓɯÌÊÖÕÖÔàɯ

which he defined as 

 

grounded upon a consistent traditional view of social norms and obligations, of the 

proper economic functions of several parties within the community.  

 

These obligations were, he argued, fuelled by notions of the common weal and a belief that 

crowd actions were legitimate and supported by the wider community. 74  The model of the 

moral economy had its origins in the paternalist model, although Thompson argued the moral 

economy could be identified in all aspects of rural life, the paternalist model all but 

disappearing outside of periods of high prices and civil unrest. 75  Paternalism itself is the idea 
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that landlords aided their tenants for social and not just economic reasons.  Factors such as 

improving farm land or buildings, allowing tenants to fall into arrears fo r a time or even 

providing medical help for tenants have all been identified as paternal actions.  

 

Whilst eighteenth -century society had been built upon tradition, with all social groups from 

landlords to labourers bound by custom, the nineteenth century saw a move from tradition to 

the new market economy.  With this move, both Graham Seal and E.P. Thompson (amongst 

others) have noted, the rural poor saw their common rights being eroded and customary 

measures for addressing grievances disappearing.76  This Thompson identified as leading to the 

moral economy ɬ ɁÈɯÚÌÓÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÙÌÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÛÌÙÕÈÓÐÚÛɯÖÕÌɂȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÖÕÓàɯÛÏÖÚÌɯ

aspects which most aided the poor.77 

 

The move from a paternalist to a capitalist economy has been blamed on increased landlord 

aÉÚÌÕÛÌÌÐÚÔȭɯɯ1ÖÉÌÙÛɯ ÚÏÛÖÕɯÉÓÈÔÌËɯɁ×ÙÖÓÖÕÎÌËɯ×ÌÙÐÖËÚɯÖÍɯÙÌÚÐËÌÕÊÌɯÐÕɯ+ÖÕËÖÕɂɯÍÖÙɯÞÐËÌÕÐÕÎɯ

the distance between landowners and those resident on their estates, and F.M.L. Thompson 

identified it as a result of changing estate management as the role and presence of stewards 

increased in the nineteenth century.78  However, as has been identified elsewhere and as shall be 

shown throughout this thesis, landlords worked closely with stewards and took a great interest 

if not an active role in the management of their  estates throughout the nineteenth century.  

Brundage and Eastwood argued that this was because a landlord could be both a good 

paternalist and a good capitalist as paternalism covered a wide range of acts and value systems, 

with an ethos which was both du rable and highly adaptable. 79 

 

In terms of what landlord actions could be construed to be paternalist, Matthew Cragoe 

provided the most comprehensive list.  Cragoe found that landlords in Wales invested in a 

variety of improvements, in particular land drain age and new farm buildings and that even 

ÉÌàÖÕËɯÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯÞÖÜÓËɯÒÌÌ×ɯȿÎÖÖËɯÉÙÌÌËÐÕÎɯÈÕÐÔÈÓÚɀɯÈÕËɯÈÓÓÖÞɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯÛÖɯÜÚÌɯÛÏÌÔɯ
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at a reduced fee if not for free.80  However, whilst Cragoe considered investment in farm 

buildings as a method of keeping r ent levels up, Barbara English, in her study of the Sledmere 

Estate in the late-nineteenth century, noted that farm tenants were obliged to maintain their 

own buildings in their leases but, in practice, landlords would pay out a great deal of money in 

order to maintain, repair or even replace buildings for tenants, a practice all landlords agreed 

was unprofitable. 81  Even though such investment did not bring in monetary income, it would 

be likely to help keep tenants on the land and ensure lands were in re-lettable condition if 

tenants did quit, therefore maintaining the long -term profitability of the estate.  Added to this, 

David Stead observed that sometimes landlords undertook what would be perceived as 

paternalist actions in order to be considered good landlords, not simply out of a sense of 

responsibility to their tenants. 82  This could be for economic reasons, such as attracting tenants 

when demand for land was low, or for other reasons such as furthering political ambition.  Lord 

Overstone, for example, can be identified undertaking (or at least claiming to have undertaken) 

a number of actions which appear paternal but worked to enhance his political persona.  

 

Thus, in all, landlords played a significant role in improving husbandry and invested a great 

deal in their estates but the idea that this was a result of paternalist notions is unconvincing.  

Seemingly paternal actions were set against a background of attempting to maximize and 

maintain estate profits.83  The long-term profitability of the land requi red a degree of tenant 

maintenance and negotiation as well as a great deal of investment in the nineteenth century and 

such actions will be discussed throughout this thesis.  However, as has been shown, historians 

to date have generally studied a number of investments in their social, not their economic, 

context whilst the social aspects of rental accounts management have received relatively little 

attention from historians.  
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Conclusion 

 

Thus, overall, the English landed estate was changing significantly  in this period, with the 

management of landed estates adapting to (and causing) developments in the agricultural 

economy and advances in farming.  It is an era which has been of great interest to historians 

owing to the huge social, political and economic  impact of changes in rural society but in the 

main research has been concerned with social change, including enclosure and the loss of 

common rights, and rural depopulation.  In terms of economic studies, little work has been 

done on the economic changes and decisions in rural society although their social impact has 

been looked at in terms of the moral economy and paternalist models.  Considering the fact that 

landed estates and rural communities were attached by economic ties as much as they were by 

social bonds there has been little work done on the economic bonds of the landed estate and 

how this affected rural society.  This thesis aims to go some way to redressing this balance, 

providing the economic ties and the social networks of the landed estate which relied on them 

in order to add a further dimension to the extant body of research.  

 

A small amount of work has been done regarding agricultural rents and their place in the 

English economy but there is a lack of detailed local research considering developments in both 

the social and economic ties within rural society in the nineteenth century.  Thus overall this 

study provides a detailed local study of rents and the economic business of the landed estate to 

both bolster the local knowledge we have of N orthamptonshire and provide insight into landed 

estate management and its ties both social and economic across this period.  Chapter two will 

introduce the estates of this study; provide details of how they were managed and an overview 

of changes in both the agricultural economy and the operation of landed estates themselves 

across the period 1800-1881.  Chapter three will then discuss the impact of improvements in 

agriculture and changes across the period.  This will be discussed in terms of both landlord and 

tenant desire to improve lands and increase profits.  The place of the small farmer and his 

survival throughout this period, as well as social mobility of tenant and labourers, will also be 

considered.  

 

Chapters four and five then take an in -depth look at the rental economy and the social and 

economic factors affecting it across the period.  Chapter four looks at rents across the period and 

compares the Northamptonshire evidence to the national rental index, as well as considering 

the reasons for fluctuations in rental levels, the impact of prices and how landed estates 

operated in terms of setting rents.  Finally, chapter five is concerned with the payment of rents.  

This includes two sections ɬ arrears and abatements.  The levels of both across the period will 

be examined and compared to national trends in arrears and abatements as well as prices and 

the wider agricultural economy.  An overview of the period 1800 -1881 will be examined, 
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followed by a case study of the post-French Wars recession (1815-1831).  Thus, overall, rent 

levels and their payment as well as improvements to estates will be studied in the context of 

estate management and the desire of both owners and tenants of the estates, demonstrating the 

dynamics of the operation of landed estates and the necessity of tenant will and cooperation for 

them to operate successfully. 

 



 
 

Chapter 2: Landed Estates and Their Management  

 

Introduction  

 

The business of the estate and how it was actually managed could have a significant effect upon 

its economic survival and that of the tenants.  Estate management is a central interest of this 

thesis owing to the role of landowners and their stewards in set ting rent levels, collecting 

payments, and encouraging or implementing improvements on their estates.  It shall be shown 

in later chapters how tenants were keen improvers as well as landlords and, indeed, how 

tenants negotiated their rent levels.  The principal concern of this chapter, however, is the 

landed estate and its management.   

 

The chapter shall begin by introducing Northamptonshire as a county and explaining the 

society in which the landed estate operated before going on to examine the business of the 

estate itself.  The relative roles of landowners and estate stewards in managing estates will be 

examined and the estates, families and stewards of this study introduced.  The different types of 

estate management will then be discussed along with the possible responses of estates to 

economic changes.  Having established the role and place of the landed estate and how estates 

were managed, the chapter will then go on to contextualize the landed estate in terms of the 

ÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯËÌÚÐÙÌɯÛÖɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÕÎ-term profitability of his land and introduce the changes 

and improvements in far ming which were implemented in this period.  It shall be shown that 

improvements to the land were usually undertaken with the desire of maintaining long -term 

profits whilst taking advantage of short -term economic trends.  Improvements to the land and 

investment are the subject of chapter 3, which will build upon the analysis of estate 

management and the reasons to improve which are covered in this chapter.   

 

The Northamptonshire Landscape 

 

The landscape itself affected farming types and improvements to the land, with this, the 

topography of the land, and the quality of the soil affecting both the profits of farming and type 

of farming which took place.  Landscape and soil type thus affected estate management 

decisions as landlords and tenants alike sought to maximise the profit from their land, with 

stewards often bringing technical knowledge of the land to aid them in this.  The subject of 

improvements will be discussed in detail in chapter 3 but the topography of the land and 

changes in farming are introdu ced below.   
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!ÖÛÏɯ)ÈÔÌÚɯ#ÖÕÈÓËÚÖÕɀÚɯƕƛƝƘɯÚÜÙÝÌàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛàɯÈÕËɯ6ÐÓÓÐÈÔɯ/ÐÛÛɀÚɯÖÍɯƕƜƔƝɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯÈɯÎÙÌÈÛɯ

deal of evidence regarding Northamptonshire agriculture and topography in the late -eighteenth 

and early-nineteenth centuries.  Both calculated Northamptonshire to be 65-66 miles long and 

24 miles across at its widest point, with a total area of between 910 and 1,000 square miles (or 

582,400-640,000 acres).  They found the county was comprised of 316 parishes (falling from 330 

in recent years) which were spread across 20 hundreds.84  Of these parishes Pitt calculated that 

227 were enclosed but 89 (28%) were still open field, with 600,000 acres of the county employed 

as farmland.85 

 

Topographically Northamptonshire can be split into two distinct areas ɬ a highland area to the 

north and east where the land is typically over 150 metres above sea level with around a third of 

the area over 200 metres above sea level and a lowland area to the south characterised by flat 

lands usually less than 150 metres above sea level. These two areas also had different soil types, 

with the highland area of the county roughly correlating with an area of heavy clay soils, 

compared to light and medium loams of the lowlands.  In terms of farming the land, David Hall 

found the county  can be classified as three main types ɬ the arable-dominated champagne area, 

the forest regions of Rockingham, Salsey and Whittlewood (which were over 70 percent 

woodland but had some arable land) and the Soke of Peterborough which had both a large area 

of high heath ground and extensive marsh in the Borough Great Fen.86   

 

The attributes of the land were only of advantage where they were understood by the farmers.  

For example, in his 1797 work Elements of Agriculture James Hutton emphasized the need for 

understanding of both climate and soil for farmers to select the correct crops and crop rotations 

to employ as well as the correct farming implements. 87  Donaldson, in his survey of the county, 

found varying soil types to be problematic in Northamptonshire f arming.  Rather than employ 

different techniques and implements for different soil types he noticed that all soils were 

ploughed in the same way.88  Indeed, the Victoria County History of Northamptonshire also 

suggested the soil was not always farmed in the manner to which it was best suited.  For 
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example, on lowland soils in parishes such as Ringstead and Irchester wheat and barley were 

grown whilst in the highland parishes of Great Addington and Finedon clay soils were also 

historically used to grow wheat and barley, despite being less suited to doing so.89 

 

The precise agricultural split of the county cannot be firmly identified but sources show that 

ÔÐßÌËɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɯÞÈÚɯ×ÙÌÝÈÓÌÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÚÖÔÌɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɯÊÏÈÕÎÐÕÎɯÓÈÕËɯÜÚÈÎÌɯȹÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯ

permission) on some of their holdings and many being recorded as holding amounts of arable 

and pasture land.  However, John Steane ascertained the north and east of Northamptonshire to 

be predominantly arable by the mid -nineteenth century whilst the south and west were 

dominat ed by pasture.  But there was a shift towards arable farming between 1850 and 1870 

resulting in two -thirds of the county being put down to crops. 90  However, evidence of the exact 

nature of farming in this period is limited.  The Royal Commission on Histori cal Monuments 

ÕÖÛÌËɯÐÕɯƕƝƜƔɯÛÏÈÛɯÈɯÎÙÌÈÛɯËÌÈÓɯÖÍɯÌÝÐËÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÈÙÈÉÓÌɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɯÏÈËɯÉÌÌÕɯȿÖÉÓÐÛÌÙÈÛÌËɀɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ

growth of towns and the use of modern farming methods and even where evidence remained, 

ridge and furrow only tended to survive on heavy clay soils. 91  But overall it appears that 

farming was generally mixed in the majority of the county although this mix changed over time.  

 

It was not just the type of soil and landscape which was important in agriculture but also the 

quality of the land.  Greenall obserÝÌËɯÐÕɯÏÐÚɯƕƝƛƝɯÚÛÜËàɯÛÏÈÛɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌɀÚɯÚÖÐÓɯÞÈÚɯ

nowhere unproductive, with soil that was unsuited to crops providing good quality grazing 

land and even in the seventeenth century there was little wasteland in the county.  92  Indeed 

Reverend J. Howlett, in his pro -ÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɯÓÌÈÍÓÌÛɯÖÍɯƕƛƜƚȮɯÕÖÛÌËɯ ÙÛÏÜÙɯ8ÖÜÕÎɀÚɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯ

ÛÏÌɯØÜÈÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌɀÚɯÚÖÐÓɯÞÈÚɯÚÖɯÏÐÎÏȮɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯÍÖÙɯÎÙÈáÐÕÎɯÓÈÕËȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÐÕɯ

itself a reason to enclose and to convert arable land to pasture.93  Yet landlords still expected to 

find poorer quality land within the county.  In 1860, for example, Lord Overstone described his 

ÙÌÊÌÕÛÓàɯ×ÜÙÊÏÈÚÌËɯÓÈÕËÚɯÈÚɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯȿÕÖÛɯÖÕÌɯÈÊÙÌɯÖÍɯÐÕÍÌÙÐÖÙɯÖÙɯÌÝÌÕɯÚÌÊÖÕËɯÙÈÛÌɯÓÈÕËɀȭ94  And 
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the 1980 survey of Northamptonshire by the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments also 

identified variance in the land and soil of the county in terms of both quality and the type of 

farming to which it was best suited, correlating with both the different soil types and the split 

identified by Steane.95   

 

The amount of land under cultivation was also increasing across this period.  J.M. Neeson 

calculated from land tax returns that before 1750 as much as one acre in six of the unenclosed 

land in Northamptonshire was uncultivated wasteland, which fell to little more than a tenth of 

ÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛàɯÉàɯƕƜƔƔɯÈÕËɯȿÈÓÔÖÚÛɯÕÖɯÞÈÚÛÌɀɯÙÌÔÈÐÕÌËɯÉàɯƕƜƙƔȭ96  'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÈÚɯ&ÙÌÌÕÈÓÓɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÈÕËɯ

other studies have shown, even the wasteland of the county could be employed as profitable 

farmland.  

 

Population of the County and Owners of Land 

 

One of the major changes in nineteenth-century England occurred in terms of population 

growth.  Population in England increased dramatically in this period, rising from 5.74 million in 

1750 to 8.3 million in 1801 and by 1851 it had doubled to 18.6 million.97  This increase had not 

only to be supplied with food and goods but also needed to be utilized in the English economy.  

J.D. Chambers found that in practice the majority of this increased population was absorbed by 

the increasing demand for industrial labour. 98  What is more important here, however, is the 

effect this increased population and its absorption by industry had on English agriculture, the 

agricultural economy and landed estate management.   

 

Landowners (large landowners in partic ular) only formed a small minority of the population of 

Northamptonshire, although a significant proportion of the population relied on them for their 

incomes.  In his 1794 report General View of Agriculture in the County of Northampton, James 

Donaldson estimated the total population of Northamptonshire to be around 167,000 with 

around 400 living in every parish and around 3,000 in each market town. 99  In his 1809 report on 

the county, however, Pitt revised this estimate downwards to 150,000 and the 1811 census 
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ÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌËɯÛÏÌɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÉÌɯƕƘƕȮƗƙƗȮɯÊÓÖÚÌɯÛÖɯ/ÐÛÛɀÚɯÌÚÛÐÔÈÛÌȭɯɯ.ÍɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÏÌɯÊÈÓÊÜÓÈÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯƘƜȭƙɯ

in every 100 people worked in agriculture. 100  By 1871 the population had increased to 243,891, 

the majority of these were still employed in agriculture but less than 5,000 (2%) owned more 

than an acre of land (see Table 2:1). 101 

 

 ENGLAND & 

WALES 

NORTHAMPTONSHIRE  Northamptonshire 

as a % of Total 

POPULATION  19,458,009 243,891 1.25 

INHABITED 

HOUSES 

3,841,354 52,539 1.37 

No PARISHES  14,700 346 2.35 

TOTAL No 

OWNERS  

972,836 14,465  1.49 

OWNERS OF >1 

ACRE  

703,289 10,010 1.42 

OWNERS OF 1 

ACRE + 

269,547 4,455 1.65 

Tabl e 2:1 Owners of Land 1873 

SOURCE: Return of Owners of Land 1873 [In England and Wales exclusive of the Metropolis] vol.2 (London, 1875), p.15.   

 

In terms of land value, in 1809 21 people owned lands worth £3,000-£5,000 per annum and a 

further 16 owned lands worth between £5,000 and £10,000 per annum ÞÐÛÏɯȿÍÌÞɀɯÏÖÓËÐÕÎɯÓÈÕËÚɯ

worth over £10,000 per annum.102  These valuations were only of the lands owned within 

Northamptonshire and, as large landowners often owned lands in several counties, 

landownership on a national scale was more concentrated than the Northamptonshire figures 

imply.  As with external inves tments, extensive landowning outside the county also had an 

effect on how landlords managed their estates.  Landlords with extensive lands were more able 

to prop up their income if there was a problem in one county or if they wished to purchase 

further lan ds or wanted to invest in their estates and when prices were low they could also 

manage to obtain a liveable income from their landed estates in a way smaller landowners 

could not.  
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Ownership of land was not consistent and land was sold and estates extended and consolidated 

throughout the nineteenth century.  However, what is evident from extant studies is that 

landowning was becoming more consolidated in the nineteenth century with new men of 

industrial wealth purchasing large estates whilst landowners and  owner -occupiers sold their 

lands.  Neeson attributed small landowners selling their lands almost entirely to enclosure, as 

their costs were disproportionate and many could not afford the prospect. 103  Whether this can 

be attributed entirely to enclosure alo ne, which is unlikely given the variations in the economy 

of the nineteenth century, what is certain is that by the late-nineteenth century small owner -

occupiers constituted a small fraction of the landholding body of England.  David Stead, for 

example, found that by the late -1880s small owner-occupiers comprised only 18% of the total 

number of farmers and farmed only 15% of cultivated acreage.104  Added to this, J.V. Beckett 

noted that by 1873 English and Welsh landownership was the most concentrated in Europe and 

ÊÖÕÛÌÔ×ÖÙÈÙÐÌÚɯÕÖÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÝÈÚÛɯÔÈÑÖÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÓÈÕËɯÞÈÚɯÖÞÕÌËɯÉàɯÈɯɁÙÌÓÈÛÐÝÌÓàɯÚÔÈÓÓɯÕÜÔÉÌÙɯ

ÖÍɯ ÍÈÔÐÓÐÌÚɂȭɯ ɯ 1ÈÛÏÌÙɯ ÛÏÈÕɯ ÈÛÛÙÐÉÜÛÐÕÎɯ ÛÏÐÚɯ ÊÏÈÕÎÌɯ ÛÖɯ ÚÔÈÓÓɯ ÖÞÕÌÙÚɯ ÚÌÓÓÐÕÎɯ ÛÏÌÐÙɯ ÓÈÕËÚɯ ÈÛɯ

enclosure, however, Beckett noted that until the recession of the 1870s land ownership remained 

ÊÖÕÊÌÕÛÙÈÛÌËɯËÜÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÊÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÈÊÏÐÌÝÌËɯÉàɯÚÐÕÒÐÕÎɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÞÌÈÓÛÏɯÐÕÛÖɯ

land and the possession of an extensive landed estate.105 

 

For as long as land remained profitable in the nineteenth century, Beckett found, men who had 

made their money in industry were buying into the land for the social and political power it 

brought, not simply the income and profit that could be made.  Following the extension of the 

franchise in 1867 it was also suggested that a man could further his political career by owning 

extensive tenanted lands in order to secure the votes of his tenants.  Howard Evans, writing in 

the 1870s, suggested the most prominent example of this type of landholding to be Samuel 

Jones Loyd, Lord Overstone, although this was a claim Loyd himself heavily refuted. 106 

 

Within this context sources provide only snapshots of changing ownership.  However, some 

landowning families in the county had been resident for hundreds of years, estates tended to be 
                                                           
103

 WΦaΦ bŜŜǎƻƴΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ hǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ƛƴ 9ƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ bƻǊǘƘŀƳǇǘƻƴǎƘƛǊŜΩΣ Past and Present 105 
(1984) p.119. 
 
104

 D.R. {ǘŜŀŘΣ Ψwƛǎƪ ŀƴŘ wƛǎƪ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ c.1750-мурлΩ Economic History Review 57:2 
(2004), p.334. 
 
105

 WΦ±Φ .ŜŎƪŜǘǘΣ Ψ!ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ [ŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ 9ǎǘŀǘŜ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ ƛƴ 9ΦWΦ¢Φ /ƻƭƭƛƴǎ όŜŘΦύΣ The Agrarian History of 
England and Wales, Volume 7 1850-1914 (Cambridge, 2000), pp.693-4. 
 
106

 .ŜŎƪŜǘǘΣ Ψ!ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ [ŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΩΣ ǇǇΦтмлΤ .ŜŎƪŜǘǘΣ Ψ[ŀƴŘƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ 9ǎǘŀǘŜ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩΣ ƛƴ WΦ ¢ƘƛǊǎƪ 
(ed.), The Agrarian History of England and Wales, Volume 6, 1750-1850 (Cambridge, 1989), pp.546, 553.  For Lord 
hǾŜǊǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀŎŎǳǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǾƻǘŜ-rigging, see University of London MS804 1386/4; MS804 1386/5. 
 



34 
 

bought and sold whole and landownership consisted of a core of old families holding extensive 

estates and new families building large estates.  Within this the general composition of estates 

tended to remain the same even where lands were sold and it is unlikely that large landowners 

ever numbered much more than the 37 holding more than £3,000 of land in 1809.  Thus what is 

evident is that Northamptonshire had a number of estates of various sizes, including some of 

significant size within the county and even extending beyond it.  Those focussed on here were 

all of significant wealth and size, with a majority of the rural population reliant on landed 

estates and their management forming a crucial part of rural society.  With the recession after 

ƕƜƛƝɯÓÈÕËÌËɯÌÚÛÈÛÌÚɀɯÍÖÙÛÜnes changed and, as Beckett pointed out, those who were reliant on 

agricultural incomes at this time had to adapt, often selling lands. 107  What is examined in this 

thesis is the fortune of the agricultural estate and therefore the fall in fortunes can be identified.  

However, it must be stressed there is little suggestion of the landlords of this study struggling 

to survive as all had adapted to the changing economic climate and had other forms of income 

outside of their estates. 

 

The Business of the Estate and Estate Income 

 

The main source of income from landed estates was usually in the form of rents.  The rental 

income of landlords can, Beckett argued, be used to determine the general financial position of a 

landlord.  Whilst costs of living and external incomes did vary, a general picture can be built up 

using the estate income of landlords and wealth and social status were related to the acreages 

owned and the fortunes of agriculture. 108  Others have made a more detailed comparison of the 

fortunes of farmi ng and the income of landed estates.  H.G. Hunt, for example, in his study of 

the Kent estates of Lord Darnley in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, noted 

that in the early -nineteenth century, as prices rose, not only did rents increase but landlords 

moved from longer tenancies to tenancies-at-will, enabling them to take a greater proportion of 

tenurial incomes and therefore increasing estate incomes more rapidly as agriculture increased 

in profitability. 109  This view was also shared by R.C. Allen, who argued that at enclosure 

landlords were able to increase their income from their estates without contributing towards 

economic growth by way of re -organizing their estates and raising rents, creating greater 

financial inequality rather than inc reased prosperity in agriculture. 110 
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The estates covered in this study all relied primarily on their rental income.  However, they also  

sourced timber and ran an estate farm which brought in income and supplied produce for use 

on the estate.  Further to this, landowners also had external incomes ɬ such as industrial 

incomes or investment in commerce - ÞÏÐÊÏɯÊÖÜÓËɯÍÜÙÛÏÌÙɯÈÊÛɯÈÚɯÈɯȿÉÜÍÍÌÙɀɯÈÕËɯÌÕÚÜÙÌɯÛÏÌàɯÞÌÙÌɯ

still able to maintain their standard of living when prices were low and rents poor ly paid.    

External sources of income, it will become evident throughout this thesis, affected estate 

management and rental management because the estate was less reliant on rents for its survival, 

providing more flexible options in how the estate was man aged.  Indeed, Beckett identified 

estates in the late-1870s redirecting assets away from agriculture in order to survive and noted 

that in Northamptonshire, amongst other counties, those reliant solely on their landed incomes 

had little prospect of economi c survival. 111  However, Northamptonshire will also be shown to 

have been a county in which the primary profit was agricultural and what enabled the survival 

of estates through agricultural recession would usually be interests and investments  outside of 

the county.   

 

How far landlords were reliant on their landed incomes has been debated by historians.  In 1940 

Habakkuk suggested that by 1700 landlords were earning a large proportion of their incomes 

from external sources in a way they had not been doing 60 years previously, through army 

colonelcies and pensions amongst other sources.112  In 1985 however, Clay argued the majority 

of landlords were actually reliant on rental income as their main source of income up to 1750.113  

Yet what appears to have happened on the Northamptonshire estates of this study is that the 

older, extensive estates were more than capable of managing on their rental incomes and other 

monies obtained from the land whilst new men were buying their way into the land in a 

manner significant enough that they too could survive on the income their estates brought 

them.  Even the Loyd family, who bought into the land with wealth from banking, retired from 

their banking concerns to manage their estate, making them as reliant on their landed income as 

their old aristocratic counterparts.  Thus the principal income of landed estates came from 

leasing the land to tenants but other types of income could be made from the land.   
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F.M.L. Thompson pointed out that canals had brought great benefits to lande d estates, in 

lowering costs of bringing in goods and materials to the estate whilst at the same time 

extending the market for estate produce, and as a result landlords were eager to invest in 

railways and many made great profits from doing so. 114  One such example was the Earl 

Fitzwilliam who, David Spring noted, invested in the South Yorkshire Railway in the 1840s. 115  

Landed estates could also be exploited for mineral and coal deposits, which could bring a 

substantial income or simply provide the estate with  resources which would otherwise have 

been brought in from elsewhere.  The subsoil belonged to the owner of the top soil and 

therefore resources could be mined by the landowner.  Spring identified a great number of 

landlords ɬ of both large and small estates - in Cumberland, Lancashire, South Yorkshire and 

Staffordshire worked minerals on their estates to increase their estate incomes.  Less common 

was mining for coal but Spring found that this was also undertaken by some landowners, 

particularly those with  substantial coal deposits on their estates including Earl Fitzwilliam on 

his Yorkshire estates, the Lowthers in Cumberland and the Earl of Durham. 116  Landowners 

could also profit from the rapid urban growth in the nineteenth century.  Those who owned 

lands which could be amalgamated into expanding towns and cities could profit from ground 

rents or even sell their land outright. 117  However, in Northamptonshire itself, leasing land, 

farming and timber sales appear to have been the predominant occupation of landed estates 

throughout the nineteenth century.  

 

On landed estates themselves John Davies observed that on the Cardiff estate of the Marquesses 

of Bute the agricultural function of the estate became less dominant throughout the nineteenth 

century and was replaced by a non-agricultural income, with the rise of the urban estate more 

than balancing out the decline of the agricultural. 118  Yet the responses of Northamptonshire 

landlords to the recession of the late-nineteenth century, added to evidence of the produce of 

the county, suggests the Northamptonshire landscape was different, with Lord Overstone 
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commenting on facing ruin and proposing that an alternative way to profit from the land 

should be found. 119 

 

(ÕɯƕƛƝƘɯ#ÖÕÈÓËÚÖÕɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÛÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÕÖɯÓÈÙÎÌɯÔÈnufacturing towns situated in this 

ËÐÚÛÙÐÊÛɀɯÈÕËɯÐÕËÌÌËɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÈÕËɯÙÌÔÈÐÕÌËɯÈɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙÐÓàɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÊÖÜÕÛàɯ

throughout this period. 120  Donaldson established that the produce of the county was significant 

and flour was sent to neighbouring counties as were beans.  Furthermore, in 1809, Pitt listed the 

×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÌɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌɯÈÚɯȿÞÏÌÈÛȮɯÞÏÌÈÛ-flour, oats, beans, timber, oak-bark, fat 

ÊÈÛÛÓÌȮɯ ÍÈÛɯ ÚÏÌÌ×Ȯɯ ÞÖÖÓȮɯ ÉÜÛÛÌÙȮɯ ÈÕËɯ ÊÏÌÌÚÌɀɯ ÈÚɯ ÞÌÓÓɯ ÈÚɯ ÓÌÈÛÏÌÙȭɯ ɯ 6ÏÈÛɯ ÔÈÕÜÍÈÊÛÜÙÌɯ ÞÈÚɯ

undertaken in the county was reliant on agriculture as a source of raw materials, consisting of 

ȿÚÏÖÌÚȮɯÓÈÊÌɯÈÕËɯÞÖÖÓÓÌÕɯÚÛÜÍÍÚɀɯÉÜÛɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÐÕÎɯÚÜÊÏɯÔÈÕufactures for the army.121  

Thus Northamptonshire was not a poor county and farming was certainly productive and 

profitable, with enough output to supply produce to both neighbouring counties and the 

military.  However, economic activity in the county was fu ndamentally reliant on agriculture.   

 

Outside of the produce of agriculture the land itself could be used to cultivate timber or exploit 

mineral deposits.  There is no mention in the Northamptonshire correspondence of mineral 

deposits.  However, timber sales do appear to have formed an important part of estate incomes.  

Timber sales were not a way of profiting from the land unique to Northamptonshire ɬ Barbara 

English commented that in 1861 Yorkshire landlords were alleged to be making more money 

from timb er sales than from letting land.122  Within Northamptonshire there are many examples 

ÖÍɯÌÚÛÈÛÌÚɯÊÜÓÛÐÝÈÛÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛÐÕÎɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÐÔÉÌÙȮɯËÌÚ×ÐÛÌɯ#ÖÕÈÓËÚÖÕɀÚɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯƕƛƝƘɯÛÏÈÛɯ

more profit could have been made by cutting down the forests and letting the la nd for farming, 

even after compensating any common rights.123  Throughout the period the Montagu account 

books all included timber accounts following the rentals, implying the sale of timber to be the 

second most important source of estate income.  As with the rentals no acreage is given but the 

total income from timber sales was always considerably lower than that from rents, indicating 

that the majority of the land was leased out.  Timber was important to other estates too - in 1818 

Pearce wrote to James Langham explaining how to calculate the girth of trees and in 1820 sent 
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details of the sale of timber at auction and in 1830 the Ashley estate was investing in timber, 

purchasing a total of 347 trees, including 174 Ash and 133 Elm.124  Thus Northamptonshire 

estates were reliant on the land.  Within this significant incomes were made from selling timber 

but they relied primarily on tenants and their rental incomes.  

 

Thus, overall, Northamptonshire agriculture was extensive and the county as a whole was 

reliant on agriculture to sustain its income and wealth.  Whether landlords had a background in 

industry or were old landed magnates they were all reliant on the land to a significant degree.  

Some income was generated through timber sales but the majority always came from rents.  As 

a result landlords were extremely reliant on their tenants and, where prices of agricultural 

produce were good, made a significant profit from them.  The reliance of Northamptonshire 

landlords on their tenants in turn affected their est ate management decisions and policies, as 

did the extent of their estates and whether or not they had any external income. 

 

Estates of This Study 

 

The choice of estates for this study has been shaped by the available sources and the longevity 

of ownership for families and estates.  The Stopford family, despite their longevity, 

geographical location within Northamptonshire and significant holdings, have little archival 

evidence for this period and therefore have not been included, whilst the Loyd family, who  only 

came into the county at the beginning of the nineteenth century, have extensive archival sources 

regarding the management of the estate throughout this period and thus have been included.  

 

The two central estates of this study are therefore the Overston estate of the Loyd family  and 

the Boughton estate of the Lords Montagu,  both of which have significant accounts in the 

archive, reinforced with correspondence evidence in the case of the former and annotations on 

the account books in the case of the latter.  Added to this,  the Cottesbrooke estate of the 

Langham family  has been utilized to provide further qualitative evidence on estate 

management decisions and the interactions of landlords, stewards and tenants on the estate.  

Finally, the Fitzwilliam es tate at Milton has been used to provide some examples, although the 

majority of documents for this estate cover the eighteenth and not the nineteenth century.    

 

Estates were often formed of grouped parishes but could be formed of two or three separate 

groups of parishes or even extended to further estates in other counties and C.G.A Clay 

identified a trend for consolidation of estates from the early eighteenth century onwards which 
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varied by degree but was present across every county in England.125  The estates of this study 

are concentrated primarily within the centre of the county, all falling in the lowland area with 

good arable soils but with some outlying parishes in the highlands of the county.  The two 

principal estates ɬ the Overston and the Boughton ɬ are also of comparable size with one 

another and were a part of greater estates covering a number of counties.  The Milton estate was 

one of the largest in the county, again providing a snapshot of the workings of a far greater 

estate which extended over a number of counties.  The Langham estate provides an example of 

a different type of estate, where Cottesbrooke was the centre of a Northampton-focussed estate 

with little land elsewhere and a middling landed family seat.  All the estates had their princi pal 

seat in Northamptonshire, although Lord Overstone himself did relocate to Berkshire later in 

his life. 

 

The size of estates was not constant but there are points where one can be certain of the size or 

value of certain estates.  In 1830 estate manager William Pearce valued the Langham estate at 

£18,000 per annum ÈÕËɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÐÛɯÈÚɯȿÈɯÛÙÜÓàɯÕÖÉÓÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɀȭ126  A number of Northamptonshire 

landowners also held significant lands outside of Northamptonshire as well as their estates 

within the county, which ca n be used to give us some idea of the extent of their holdings and 

their incomes.  For example, the size of the Finch Hatton estate in Nottinghamshire was 1,420 

acres but all we know of their Northamptonshire estates is that they were much more 

significant  in size.127  Within this study, A.D.M. Phillips found that the Loyd estate at Overston 

consisted of just 3,681 acres in Northamptonshire in 1832, rising to 17,161 acres in 1850 and 

18,816 by 1877.128  In 1870, however, Lord Overstone himself noted his estate consisted of 15,045 

acres in Northamptonshire (worth £30,679 per annum) plus lands in Berkshire, Carmarthen and 

Middlesex, totalling 30,849 acres worth £58,098.129  Phillips also examined the Montag u estate at 

Boughton, which he calculated to be 11,423 acres in 1834, increasing to 12,110 acres in 1896.130  

Estates outside the county were sometimes significant and, as shall be shown, did influence 

management decisions because they added considerably to estate incomes.  
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Introduction to the Families of this Study  

 

The families that owned the estates as well as the staff they employed provide an essential 

element in our understanding of estate management and the rural economy.  Landlords seldom 

managed their estates directly in this period but often had significant knowledge of landed 

estate management and sought to preserve the long-term profitability of the land.  

 

Barbara English observed that in East Yorkshire in the second half of the nineteenth century 

most landowners had significant knowledge of their estates and were often keen improvers 

with a great interest in agriculture. 131  In Northamptonshire there is significant evidence of 

landlords being involved in managing their estates throughout the peri od at least insofar as 

auditing accounts and reprimanding stewards, and many even went further and discussed their 

estates with stewards and friends.  In his survey of the county in 1809, William Pitt assumed 

landlords had the best knowledge of their estates.  In fact he only obtained information from 

estate stewards when they would not forward his enquiries to absentee landlords. 132  Therefore, 

in the nineteenth century landowners were expected to be knowledgeable about their estates, 

despite absenteeism and despite the fact they employed men to manage their estates for them, 

and in Northamptonshire evidence shows that landlords lived up to this expectation 

throughout the eighteenth as well as the nineteenth century.   

 

 Montagu (Boughton)  

 

The Montagu estate was centred on Boughton and included lands in the majority of the parishes 

surrounding it.  The family also held lands in other counties, including significant lands in 

Nottinghamshire and Scotland.   

 

The pedigree of the Montagu family changed over time.   Habakkuk observed that in 1640 the 

,ÖÕÛÈÎÜɯÍÈÔÐÓàɯÞÌÙÌɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯÈɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌɀÚɯÚØÜÐÙÌÈÙÊÏàɯÉÜÛɯÈɯÏÜÕËÙÌËɯ

years later had been socially elevated to the ranks of the aristocracy and had moved from the 

social status of families such as the Drydens and the Ishams to that of the Fitzwilliams, one of 

the grandest, richest families of the county.133  The family held the titles of Dukes of Buccleuch 

and Queensbury, making them aristocratic by title as well as in the same social circles as the 

lords Fitzwilliam and other major landholders.   
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Furthermore, it should be mentioned here that the Montagu estate was for a time held by a 

dowager (whose accounts cover 1801-1821 in the sample).  This is the only estate of this study 

for which there are records ÊÖÝÌÙÐÕÎɯÈɯÞÖÔÈÕɀÚɯÔÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌȮɯÖÙɯÈÛɯÓÌÈÚÛɯÈɯ

significant part thereof.  However, she did not act significantly differently to her male 

counterparts in the majority of matters and maintained the estate management team of her 

predecessor.  Her second husband, Henry Scott, Duke of Buccleuch was accredited by 

Donaldson with being an improving landlord, having employed the use of marl as a fertilizer 

across the estates and therefore appears to have undertaken at least some of the duties in 

managinÎɯÏÐÚɯËÖÞÈÎÌÙɯÞÐÍÌɀÚɯÌÚÛÈÛÌÚȭ134 

 

Loyd (Overston)  

 

The Overstone archive provides the most significant collection of social data in the study, 

×ÙÌËÖÔÐÕÈÕÛÓàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÙÔɯÖÍɯÊÖÙÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌÕÊÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÉÖÛÏɯ+ÌÞÐÚɯ+ÖàËɀÚɯÈÕËɯ2ÈÔÜÌÓɯ)ÖÕÌÚɯ+ÖàËɀÚɯ

ownership.  The Loyd fam ily did not buy into Northamptonshire until the early nineteenth 

century and before their purchase Overston changed hands several times.135  But the stability 

provided by the Loyd ownership makes Overston a useful estate to our study.  The Loyd estates 

were not limited to Northamptonshire and also included lands in Berkshire (centred on 

Wantage).136  Added to this, some accounts for the estate are available, covering the post-French 

wars recession, enabling a comparison with the Montagu estate accounts and, of course, adding 

a social dimension to the account data. 

 

The Loyd family made their money in banking and invested it in the land.  Lewis Loyd retired 

in 1844 to make the full transition to landlord. 137  Samuel Jones Loyd was born in 1796, followed 

his father into the banking profession before being elevated to the peerage as Lord Overstone in 

1850.  He died in 1882.138  Samuel did not inherit the Overston estate until 1860 but 

corresponded with his father and discussed the estate and general state of agriculture with 

friends and acquaintances before his formal inheritance and even managed the estate in his 

ÍÈÛÏÌÙɀÚɯÈÉÚÌÕÊÌɯÖÙɯÐÓÓÕÌÚÚȭɯɯ(ÕɯƕƜƗƘȮɯÍÖÙɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌȮɯ+ÌÞÐÚɯ+ÖàËɯÞÈÚɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÈÉÚÌÕÛɯÍÙÖÔɯÏÐÚɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯ
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and he and Samuel exchanged letters, including Lewis sending instructions to be passed on to 

the steward.  Samuel Jones Loyd himself, in his later years, made over his Berkshire estates to 

his son-in-law Col. Loyd Lindsey (although no mention is made of his making over the 

Northamptonshire estates in the same way anywhere within the archive). 139 

 

Langham (Cottesbrooke) 

 

The Langham estate was of significant size within, but did not extend outside of , 

Northamptonshire.  The family seat was at Cottesbrooke but from the extant correspondence 

(1799-1832) it appears that both Sir William and his successor Sir James Langham spent the 

ÔÈÑÖÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÛÐÔÌɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÔÐÓàɀÚɯ+ÖÕËÖÕɯÙÌÚÐËÌÕÊÌȭɯɯ ËËÌËɯÛÖɯÛÏÐÚȮɯÛÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÞÈÚɯÔÈÕÈÎÌËɯ

by the London firm Kent, Claridge and Pearce.  However, despite both landowner and estate 

manager being based predominantly in London, both parties took a great interest in ensuring 

the profitability and smooth running of the estate.  James Langham even calculated all rents, 

increases and abatements personally, showing him to be one of the more involved landlords of 

this study.   Whilst there is limited evidence from the estate, landlord -steward correspondence 

primarily discusses arrears and abatements, including some figures and calculations, 

reinforcing the evidence from the Montagu and Overstone estat es as well as adding the 

perspective of a middling estate. 

 

Sources 

 

The sources employed for this study are varied but the principal sources used are rental 

accounts and landlord correspondence which provide not only financial but also social data for 

thi s period. 

 

The Montagu archive contains extensive accounts data and family correspondence.  The 

correspondence does not concern itself with the estate but the accounts provide an invaluable 

source for the study of rent levels of this period and can be compared to Turner, Beckett and 

 ÍÛÖÕɀÚɯÙÌÕÛɯÐÕËÌßɯȹÚÌÌɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙÚɯÍÖÜÙɯÈÕËɯÍÐÝÌȺȭɯɯ ɯÚÈÔ×ÓÌɯÖÍɯÌÝÌÙàɯÛÌÕɯàÌÈÙÚɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÜÚÌËȮɯ

covering the period 1800-1881.  Further to this, the Overstone estate provides comprehensive 

accounts for the years 1828-1831.  As a result the years 1815-1831 have been used as a central 

focus, looking at the Montagu and Overstone data covering the French Wars and the recession 

which followed.  Whilst the Montagu accounts cover a longer period and are more 

comprehensive, the Overstone estate provides significant correspondence data for the majority 
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of the nineteenth century, adding a further dimension to the figures alone.  However, the 

accounts themselves were not devoid of qualitative evidence, with landlords looking over 

account books and various memoranda and comments adorning the books and providing 

evidence of the reasons for arrears and rent levels as well as the action taken. 

 

In terms of the qualitative data itself, the Overstone and Langham archives all provide 

correspondence evidence, including letters to and from stewards and estate managers as well as 

friends and acquaintances.  The Overstone correspondence is the most significant collection, 

including over 2,000 letters of Lord Overstone covering the majority of the period 1830 to 1882 

and being heavily concerned with estate management, prices and the state of the land.  A 

significant collection of correspondence also comes from the Langham estate, covering 1800-

1832 but with replies to some letters missing.  However, this archive is entirely estate 

correspondence between the Langhams and their estate steward William Pearce and his sub-

stewards, providing data on changes in rent levels, estate views on tenants and the behaviour of 

estate stewards.   

 

Thus, even though archives are varied and some are limited, together they provide data on a 

number of aspects of estate management and social and economic views contained therein.  

Even the smaller archives such as that of the Langhams provide invaluable data comparable 

with other estates as well as data unique to the estate to which they pertained.  Overall, in the 

context of the wider economy and extant studies, one can go some way to identifying patterns 

of estate management and the economic circumstances leading to various management 

decisions. 

 

The Role of Landlords in Managing their Estates  

 

C.G.A. Clay argued that what has been viewed as paternalism on the part of landlords by many 

historians was often simply neglect.  He suggested that increasing landlord absenteeism was 

accompanied by increasing neglect and disinterest in their estates and the employment of 

agents who were not necessarily competent or honest.140  However, evidence elsewhere points 

to - and this study will show - landlord absenteeism being coupled with a great interest in 

estates and the work of stewards.  Particularly where a landlord relied on his estate for a large 

proportion of his income, he would take a great interest in his estates if not an active role in 

managing them.  Indeed, Martin Daunton noticed that even by the  1870s, as prices for 

agricultural produce fell dramatically, landlords were still intent on having good tenants on 

                                                           
140

 /ƭŀȅΣ /ΦDΦ!ΦΣ Ψ[ŀƴŘƭƻǊŘǎΩΣ ǇΦнпнΦ 
 



44 
 

their lands and even maintaining their reputations as paternal landlords. 141  Thus landlords took 

an interest in managing their estates both for profit and social reputation.  However, what we 

are primarily concerned with here are the economic motives for their actions and options 

available to certain landlords in particular economic circumstances.  

 

As well as neglect, a significant charge made against landowners has been that they charged the 

maximum rents they could, to the detriment and immiseration of their tenants. 142  This has been 

suggested both as a way of maximising estate income and a way of driving out smaller, poorer 

tenants in favour of large capitalist farmers.  Peter Edwards identified evidence of tenants in 

Rushock, Worcestershire, being driven off the land by landlords dramatically increasing their 

ÙÌÕÛÚɯÞÏÐÓÚÛɯ'ÈÉÈÒÒÜÒɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÞÏÈÛɯÞÈÚɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓÓàɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈɯȿ×ÌÙÍÌÊÛɀɯÌÚÛÈÛe as one 

ÞÏÌÙÌɯɀÐÕÊÖÔÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÊÓÖÚÌÓàɯÈ××ÙÖßÐÔÈÛÌÚɯÛÖɯÈɯÙÌÕÛɯÊÏÈÙÎÌɀɯÉÜÛɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÈÉÓÌɯÛÖɯ×Èàɯ

their rents in full and maintain their own holdings. 143 

 

Whilst a great deal of the historiography has been concerned with the effect of changes in the 

econÖÔàɯÖÕɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚȮɯ×ÖÙÛÙÈàÐÕÎɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯÈÚɯÞÌÈÓÛÏàɯÔÌÕɯÞÏÖɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÕÌÌËɯÔÖÕÌàɯÙÈÐÚÐÕÎɯÙÌÕÛÚɯ

as high as possible to the detriment of their impoverished tenants, one has to remember that if 

rents were unpaid a landlord may well have had to reduce his outgoings t o compensate or even 

have been left unable to pay his own mortgages and debts.  As David Howell pointed out, 

where landlords relied heavily on their landed income and had large mortgages or other debts 

they could end up in greater financial trouble than th eir tenants were there a prolonged 

recession.144  When one acknowledges that in many cases landlords were as reliant on the land 

for their incomes as their tenants were, the issue of estate management can be viewed in a very 

different light.  Even though lan dlords had a far higher income than their tenants they had 

considerable outgoings and often debts.  It must also be noted that landlords did often take a 

practical role in the running of their estates or at the very least checked on their accounts and 

any problems with tenants.  

 

Where new tenants were coming into the land, whether they were relatives of the old tenants or 

new to the land, estate managers and landlords took a great interest in establishing that the 
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tenant would be a good tenant before lands were let.  For example, Mingay discovered that in 

the early-ÌÐÎÏÛÌÌÕÛÏɯÊÌÕÛÜÙàȮɯÖÕɯ2ÐÙɯ)ÈÊÖÉɯ!ÖÜÝÌÙÐÌɀÚɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÐÕɯ*ÌÕÛȮɯ2ÐÙɯ)ÈÊÖÉɯÞÖÜÓËɯÕÌÌËɯÈɯ

ÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÕÈÕÛɀÚɯÖÓËɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÊÖÔÔÌÕËÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÖÞÕɯÚÛÌÞÈÙËÚȭ145  

Even persons already resident on the estate would be assessed when their circumstances 

changed.  In 1822, for example, Pearce wrote to James Langham for his decisions as to whether 

Mrs Hales (who had been widowed and whose relatives had paid her rent as she could not) 

should be allowed to remain on her farm or if her son (whom it was noted would be heavily 

financially supported by his in -laws) should be granted the lands.146 

 

Where rents were not paid landlords did not automatically evict tenants and stewards often 

discussed accounts with landlords before any action was taken.  There is not only considerable 

evidence of stewards negotiating payments with tenants to recoup a part or the entirety of the 

ÛÌÕÈÕÛɀÚɯ ÈÙÙÌÈÙÚɯ ÉÜÛɯ ÛÏÌàɯ ÊÖÜÓËɯ ÈÓÚÖɯ ÚÌÐáÌɯ ÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯ ÎÖÖËÚɯ ÛÖɯ ÚÌÓÓɯ ÛÖɯ ÙÌÊÖÜ×ɯ ÛÏeir losses.147  

#ÈÜÕÛÖÕɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÞÌÙɯÖÍɯȿËÐÚÛÙÌÚÚɀɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÊÖÔÔÖÕɯÓÈÞɯ×ÖÞÌÙɯÖÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯ

relied when tenants fell into debt.  However, this power was limited in the nineteenth century, 

primarily by judges being sympathetic to the indebted ten ants and not granting notices of 

distraint.  But the nineteenth century also brought the right of landlords to summarily evict 

tenants who were in arrears.  Under the 1838 Small Tenants Recovery Act tenants with annual 

rents under £20 could be evicted follÖÞÐÕÎɯÖÕÌɯÞÌÌÒɀÚɯÕÖÛÐÊÌɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÌËɯÉàɯÈɯƖƕ-day warrant for 

ÌÑÌÊÛÔÌÕÛɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÚÌÙÝÌËɯÜ×ÖÕɯÛÏÌÔȭɯɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÏÈÝÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÊÖÓÓÌÊÛɯÈÕËɯÚÌÓÓɯÈɯÛÌÕÈÕÛɀÚɯÎÖÖËÚɯÖÙɯ

evict him (leaving him with 21 days rent -free in the property too) was not the ideal situation for 

landlords  to recoup monies owed.148  Thus records generally show arrears being tolerated or 

other arrangements being made to recoup estate losses.  The collection of rents, state of arrears 

and landlord and estate actions where tenants became heavily indebted are central aspects of 

estate management and crucial parts of this thesis and will be discussed in detail throughout, 

with arrears being the subject of chapter 5.   

 

Thus landlords did take an active role in managing their estates.  They played a part in directin g 

their stewards and checking their actions and made decisions regarding tenants and rent levels.  
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The role and personality of individual landlords was central to the way an estate was managed 

and many had far greater awareness of how their estates were run than historians often accredit 

them with.  

 

Stewards 

 

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries brought with them an increased use of stewards to 

manage estates and make some of the decisions regarding rent levels, tenants and even land 

purchases.  After the landowner the steward was often the most important person on the estate. 

English ascertained that the men employed to manage the land were referred to by a number of 

titles including land agents, land stewards, estate agents (although these were usually the 

sellers of land) and bailiffs (though these were generally of inferior status) and there was no 

definitive title. 149  Here, for simplicity, these men are referred to as stewards throughout.   

 

Peter Mandler noted that one way landlords improved their est ate management was to increase 

the professionalization of their stewards in order to improve their estates and make greater 

profits. 150  Indeed the role of stewards in estate management was as essential as that of the 

landlords.  Stewards would usually have a technical knowledge of farming as well as 

management strategies and acted as an interface between landlords and tenants.  Their duties 

were varied and often included rent collection and other estate management tasks as well as 

advising landowners to whom  they should let lands, how best to approach arrears and 

sometimes even what level they should set rents at.  Alongside this they often had a role in the 

day-to-day running of the estate and advised tenants and landlords on farming techniques and 

suggested improvements and changes to be made. 

 

It is generally believed that the role of stewards became increasingly professionalized in the 

course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries although there is debate regarding when this 

occurred and some historians have even questioned whether it happened at all.  T.J. Raybould 

ÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌËɯȿÈÕɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÊÈÓÌɯÈÕËɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌßÐÛàɯÖÍɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÌÊÖÕÖÔÐÊɯÌÕÛÌÙ×ÙÐÚÌɀɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÓÌËɯ

landowners to seek men more capable of handling these complexities in the second half of the 

eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth century. 151  Indeed, James Hutton cited an example in 

his Elements of Agriculture ȹƕƛƝƛȺɯÖÍɯÈɯ×ÓÖÜÎÏÔÈÕɯÏÌɯÏÈËɯÏÖ×ÌËɯÛÖɯÛÙÈÐÕɯÈÚɯÚÛÌÞÈÙËɯÞÏÖɯȿ×ÙÖÝÌËɯ
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ÜÕÌØÜÈÓɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÛÈÚÒɀȭ152  This may have been simply a poor choice in the man he was training but 

may equally have been that a ploughman no longer had the education necessary to undertake 

the increasingly complex role of steward.  

 

Webster discussed the considerable variation in when historians believe the professionalization 

of stewards occurred.  Whilst Mingay argued that estate administration was improved due to 

increasingly professional stewards in the eighteenth century, Beckett and F.M.L. Thompson 

suggested this professionalization did not take place until the nineteenth century.153  Falling 

ÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯ ÛÏÌÚÌɯ ÛÞÖɯ ËÈÛÌÚɯ ÐÚɯ 2ÛÌÈÕÌɀÚɯ ÈÙÎÜÔÌÕÛȭɯ ɯ 2ÛÌÈÕÌɯ ÕÖÛÌËɯ ÛÏÈÛɯ  ÙÛÏÜÙɯ 8ÖÜÕÎȮɯ )ÈÔÌÚɯ

Donaldson and a number of other agricultural writers of the late -eighteenth and early-

nineteenth centuries judged that stewards were becoming more professionalized as landlords 

ËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÌËɯȿÌÕÓÐÎÏÛÌÕÌËɯÚÌÓÍɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɀȭ154  The argument stands that as landlords became more 

interested in efficiency and profits they sought more efficient and capable stewards to 

undertake a more complex role and, as a result, stewards became more professionalized. 

 

What is certain is that steward numbers rose in this period.  P. Roebuck stated that as absentee 

landlord numbers increased in the early -eighteenth century demand for full -time stewards rose, 

having previously been limit ed only to the largest estates.  As numbers rose, he claimed, the 

ÙÖÓÌɯÖÍɯÚÛÌÞÈÙËÚɯÉÌÊÈÔÌɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÐÕÎÓàɯ×ÙÖÍÌÚÚÐÖÕÈÓÐáÌËɯÈÕËɯÚÛÌÞÈÙËÚɀɯÊÈ×ÈÉÐÓÐÛÐÌÚɯÙÖÚÌɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ

mid -eighteenth century.155  However, in her study of nineteenth -century East Yorkshire English 

calculated that stewards did increase in number (although by less than 1 percent in the East 

Riding between 1840 and 1880) but they were no more professionally qualified in 1880 than 

they had been forty years previously .156 

 

Whether or not they became more professionalized in the course of the nineteenth century there 

were different types or levels of stewards which can be identified across the period.  In 

Northamptonshire one finds three types of stewards ɬ those resident on the estates who 

collected rents, supervised work and met with tenants; a higher stratum who essentially 
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managed the first group, compiled the annual accounts and managed the estate finances but 

were not necessarily resident on the estate; and a smaller but significant group who undertook 

the duties of both the other groups being resident on the estate, personally chasing and 

collecting rents and supervising work but also managing other stewards and the estate finances.  

The Langham estate in the 1820s and 1830s, for example, employed William Pearce who 

managed the estate from his London office whilst William Dean, William Fellows and others 

ÜÕËÌÙÛÖÖÒɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÑÖÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÒɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÐÛÚÌÓÍȭɯɯ+ÖÙËɯ.ÝÌÙÚÛÖÕÌɀÚɯÚÛÌÞÈÙËɯ!ÌÈÚÓÌàȮɯÐÕɯ

the second half of the nineteenth century, on the other hand, undertook the same duties as 

Pearce in the early-eighteenth century but also the work on the estate (Overstone even implies 

Beasley undertook some of the manual work himself) and he also managed other stewards on 

the estate. 

   

English noted that even by the second half of the nineteenth century some Yorkshire landlords 

would run their estates personally, employing only low level bailiffs to aid them.  At the other 

end of the spectrum she identified professional land management companies which had 

appeared by the 1840s, usually firms of surveyors or occasionally solicitors.  One of the 

witnesses questioned for the 1881 report of the Royal Commission on Depressed Condition of 

Agricultural Interests, John Coleman from Derbyshire, commented that landlords let their estate 

be managed by lawyers out of necessity and many of these firms did not manage estates well 

although he believed non-resident estate managers could manage estates well so long as they 

had knowledge of practical farming. 157  Thus management firms and professional stewards 

were becoming commonplace by the 1880s but knowledge of farming was still viewed as 

necessary in estate management. 

 

The majority of stewards appear to have been conscientious and efficient in their role.  Webster 

concluded that stewards played an important role in improving the estate by implementing 

ÌÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÛɯÔÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯÈÐËÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯËÐÚÚÌÔÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÈÕËɯȿÔÖÙÈÓɀɯÒÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌɯÛÖɯ

the tenants.  However, as a result of their role in collecting monies and chasing arrears stewards 

were often unpopular with the tenants of the estate. 158 

 

Thus stewards undertook similar duties at varying levels and were often responsible for 

managing the estate, although their work was closely overseen by the landowner.  The role of 

an individual  steward and how much control he had over an estate varied and, in itself, had an 
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effect on estate management, particularly where a steward advised his landlord on matters of 

rents, abatements or allowing tenants to fall into arrears. 

 

Stewards of this Stu dy 

 

The evidence of stewards in this study, their roles and their work often arises from their own 

correspondence and accounts.  Additionally, there are instances of landlords discussing their 

role with the stewards themselves or external persons and higher level stewards discussing 

those under their management.  Pearce and Beasley communicated directly with their landlords 

by frequent letters but there is less evidence of other stewards.  Those on the Montagu estate are 

evident only from their accounts, al though these often included justification of their actions.  

 

+ÖÙËɯ .ÝÌÙÚÛÖÕÌɀÚɯ ÚÛÌÞÈÙËɯ !ÌÈÚÓÌàɯ ÏÈÚɯ ÍÌÞɯ ÓÌÛÛÌÙÚɯ ÛÖɯ .ÝÌÙÚÛÖÕÌɯ ÌßÛÈÕÛɯ ÈÕËɯ ÔÖÚÛɯ ÖÍɯ ÛÏÌɯ

ÒÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌɯÎÓÌÈÕÌËɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÏÐÔɯÊÖÔÌÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ.ÝÌÙÚÛÖÕÌɀÚɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌÚɯÛÖɯÏÐÔɯÐÕɯÓÌÛÛÌÙÚɯÛÖɯÖÛÏÌÙÚȭɯɯ

His role involved advising, accounting and having a detailed knowledge of the estate.  Beasley 

also appears to have had a hands-on role and significant knowledge of practical farming.  

Beasley advised others on animal feed mixes for the winter, advised on the treatment of crops 

after frost and seemingly managed the demesne farm personally as well as managing the estate 

rentals.159  Yet at the same time Beasley appears to have been highly respected and trusted, with 

Overstone undertaking some of the financial work and checking accounts when present on the 

estate but not seeing fit to complain about or to his steward in his correspondence. 

 

The Montagu stewards are the least represented of those in the sample, evident only in the 

accounts they made up.  However, the role of the stewards in collecting rents and chasing 

arrears can be seen in their comments in the account margins and the Lords Montagu enquiring 

why arrears are outstanding.  The accounts were checked and the actions of the stewards 

checked but how closely they were managed and whether they managed sub-agents is not clear.  

However, they were probably also knowledgeable about the estate and farming too.  In 1794 the 

steward of the Montagu estate, Mr Edmonds, was acknowledged as providing information to 

help with the ag ricultural survey of Northamptonshire, in particular the types of woodland and 

management of such in the county.160   

 

William Pearce, who managed the Langham estate, was nephew of Nathaniel Kent and from 

the 1790s a part of his company Kent, Claridge and Pearce who managed several estates 
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ÚÐÔÜÓÛÈÕÌÖÜÚÓàȮɯ ÜÕËÌÙÛÈÒÐÕÎɯ ÞÏÈÛɯ 6ÌÉÚÛÌÙɯ ËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯ ÈÚɯ ȿÈɯ ÚàÚÛÌÔÈÛÐÊɯ ÈÕËɯ ÊÖÔÔÌÙÊÐÈÓɯ

È××ÙÖÈÊÏɯÛÖɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÔÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɀȭ161  He also managed several stewards on the estate who are 

ÙÌ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÌËɯ×ÙÌËÖÔÐÕÈÕÛÓàɯÉàɯÏÐÚɯÈÕËɯ)ÈÔÌÚɯ+ÈÕÎÏÈÔɀs correspondence.  One of these - 

William Fellows - was discussed at length including his cutting the trees on the estate (which 

Pearce complained looked like brooms), monies left with him to arrange management on the 

estate itself and his eventual fraud hearing.162  Following Fellows leaving there are mentions of 

William Dean being brought in and Pearce enquired if Langham was happy with his work.  

Dean appears to have been a more educated man than Fellows and wrote to Langham 

personally about matters of the estate on a number of occasions but his duties appear to have 

ÉÌÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÈÚɯÏÐÚɯ×ÙÌËÌÊÌÚÚÖÙɀÚȭ163 

 

Thus landlords required trust in their stewards.  They generally employed men they deemed 

capable and trustworthy but also had a hierarchy of stewards and gained information from 

tenants were there any problems as well as making their own checks.  The levels of checks, trust 

in and respect for stewards did differ though.  Whilst Pearce was a professional and discussed 

issues with Langham, managing sub-agents on the estate, William Dean, Beasley and Mr 

Edmonds were all resident on the estate, had a good knowledge of farming and how to manage 

the land itself and were also responsible for collecting monies and managing the estate on a 

day-to-day basis.   

 

Webster argued that often neither stewards nor landlords had a detailed knowledge of estate 

finances and that this could result in incompetence or dishonesty, with little ability to 

distinguish between them.  Indeed there was a widely held belief that stewards c heated their 

landlords. 164  Yet in Northamptonshire landlords appear to have taken a great interest in their 

estates and finances, calculating their own abatements and rent levels, checking their accounts 

and questioning the actions of their stewards where t hings did not add up.  Indeed the only 

ÊÈÚÌɯÖÍɯÍÙÈÜËɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔ×ÓÌɯÖÊÊÜÙÙÌËɯÜÕËÌÙɯ/ÌÈÙÊÌɀÚɯÞÈÛÊÏȮɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÞÈÚɯÔÈÕÈÎÌËɯ

from a distance.  In this case Fellows, resident steward, was reported by the tenants for irregular 

accounting in 1818, showiÕÎɯÓÐÔÐÛÚɯÛÖɯÉÖÛÏɯ/ÌÈÙÊÌɯÈÕËɯ+ÈÕÎÏÈÔɀÚɯÒÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯ

ÍÐÕÈÕÊÌÚȭɯɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÙÙÌÎÜÓÈÙɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛÐÕÎɯȹÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ×ÈàÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÔÌÈÛɯÉÐÓÓÚɯÍÖÙɯ%ÌÓÓÖÞɀÚɯ
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ÉÙÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯÉÜÛÊÏÌÙÚɯÞÈÚɯÛÈÒÌÕɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÕÛɯÔÖÕÐÌÚȺɯÈ××ÌÈÙÚɯÛÖɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯËÖÕÌɯÐÕɯÚÜÊÏɯÈɯÞÈàɯ

that the accounts did not show the irregularities although a resident manager may have spotted 

the problem sooner.165 

 

Thus stewards were a vital part of estate management in this period, although their level of 

power and importance varied as did their duties and all were subject to management and 

overseen by landowners.  With regards to the debate on the professionalization of stewards in 

this period, highly trained men such as William Pearce did come into the county and undertook 

management of several estates from offices in London.  However, the majority of landlords 

appear to have undertaken the role of estate manager themselves, employing men who 

undertook day -to-day management of estates and even gave advice but whose role did not 

include making important decision s.  This group includes Lord Overstone who managed his 

ÍÈÛÏÌÙɀÚɯÌÚÛÈÛÌÚɯÈÚɯÈɯàÖÜÕÎɯÔÈÕɯÈÕËɯÔÈÕÈÎÌËɯ!ÌÈÚÓÌàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÐË- to late-nineteenth century as 

Pearce did Fellows and Dean at the beginning of the century.  Thus in some respects stewards 

did become more professionalized as a group but were employed with different levels of power 

and responsibility dependent on the amount of control a landlord wanted over his estates.  

 

Methods of Estate Management 

 

How an estate was managed was dependent upon a number of factors but primarily landlords 

were interested in long-term not short -term gain and sought to use their resources to this effect.  

The size of an estate was an important factor in determining how the estate was managed, as 

was whether or not the estate income was the only income of its owners.  Where an estate was 

extensive and/or the landowner had a significant external income more choice was available, 

whether it be to support the tenants and prop up the landed income with money from other 

sources, the ability to survive on a lower income when rents were depressed or unpaid or even 

to leave lands empty rather than compromise on rent levels in order to fill holdings or maintain 

rent levels in times of depressed prices, risking tenants quitting the land or  becoming 

bankrupts.   

 

Smaller estates, particularly where there was no external income to fall back on, were more 

reliant on their rental income and needed to keep holdings tenanted in order to maintain the 

best income they could from their estates.  The state of the wider economy also had an effect on 

estate management decisions, with landlords and stewards making decisions depending on 

prices, productivity and demand for land.  For example, Habakkuk claimed that during the 
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French Wars (1792-1815) smaller gentry landlords were more likely to raise their rents as high 

ÈÚɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÓÌɯÈÚɯ×ÙÐÊÌÚɯÙÖÚÌɯÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÛÏÌÐÙɯÉÌÚÛɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯÞÖÜÓËȮɯÈÚɯÈɯÙÌÚÜÓÛȮɯÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯÔÖÝÌɯÖÕÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

lands of larger landlords where rents were not so high. 166  However, landlords so reliant on 

their tenantry would be unlikely to allow many of their best tenants to leave unless they knew 

suitable replacements could be found as this would cause them problems in the longer term and 

if they raised their rents high enough for tenants to quit the land it is doubtful replacements 

would be available.   

 

Overall responsibility and command of estate management ultimately lay with the landowner.  

A landlord would be influenced in his decisions by the economic and social situation and the 

impact this had on h is estates, plus the advice of estate stewards who were perhaps more 

familiar with the estate and tenants. However, despite the influence of these external factors, the 

personality of an individual landlord would still affect how he reacted to changes in e conomic 

circumstances.167  For example, on the Montagu estate in 1831 Lord Walter Montagu did not 

help tenants in arrears, resulting in several bankruptcies.  In 1821, however, his predecessor had 

written off tenant arrears in order to avoid such an occurren ce.168 

 

Tenants were often the key to landed profit, preferred over the estate taking on large farms 

itself.  Tenants would provide a more consistent income than running the estate as a farm, 

maintain their own holdings and required less work to manage.  The refore landlord -tenant 

ÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÊÏÖÐÊÌɯÖÍɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚȮɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕÐÕÎɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËɯÈÕËɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɀɯÝÐÌÞÚɯÖÍɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯ

were vital factors which would be considered in making estate management decisions.  E.P. 

Thompson linked landlord -tenant relations to RostÖÞɀÚɯȿ2ÖÊÐÈÓɯ3ÌÕÚÐÖÕɯ"ÏÈÙÛɀɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÓÐÕÒÌËɯ

high unemployment and food prices directly to social disturbance or, as Thompson summed it 

Ü×Ȯɯȿ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯ×ÙÖÛÌÚÛɯÞÏÌÕɯÛÏÌàɯÈÙÌɯÏÜÕÎÙàɀȭ169  Yet tenants usually had more options than the 

unemployed when prices were high ɬ negotiating lower rent levels, falling into arrears or 

quitting the land.  Requests for abatements, high arrears and notices to quit were therefore a 

signal to landlords that rents were too high in the same way that social disturbance was an 

indication t hat prices were too high or wages too low. 
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However, quitting the land, the main source of income to a tenant, was usually the last resort 

and many tenants would tolerate high rents and low prices for as long as they could.  Even 

though abatements could be granted if prices were low and tenants complained en masse, 

chapter 5 will show that many tolerated this struggle without complaint for a time and even 

where requested abatements were not granted only a small proportion of tenants would quit 

the land.  Wi thin this context of tenant demand for land and the setting of rent levels in 

accordance with prices, landlords did keep a great deal of control of their estates.  Leases would 

often specify not just rent levels, but also the type of farming to take place on the holding and 

penalties were this deviated from without special agreement. 170  But landlord control was 

limited.  Andrew Appleby observed that it was very rare for tenants to be evicted in any 

significant number.  Tenants would be evicted individually i f they defaulted on rents but were 

not evicted in large numbers as landlords required them for their landed income. 171  Turner et al 

also pointed out that landlords re -invested a considerable proportion of their incomes in 

ÐÔ×ÙÖÝÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÙÌ×ÈÐÙÐÕÎɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯÏÖÓËÐÕÎÚɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÒÌÌ×ÐÕÎɯÙÌÕÛÚɯÓÖÞɯÌÕÖÜÎÏɯÚÖɯÛÏÈÛɯ

ÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯÊÖÜÓËɯÐÕÝÌÚÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÏÖÓËÐÕÎÚɯÈÕËɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÌÕÑÖàɯÈɯȿÙÌÈÚÖÕÈÉÓÌɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɯÖÍɯÓÐÝÐÕÎɀȭ172  Thus 

landlords had a degree of control over tenants but were more limited when the economy was 

poor, relying on tenants for a large proportion of their incomes and even investing in the land to 

maintain or attract tenants.  

 

The choice of tenants was also an important factor in landed estate management.  Tenants were 

chosen based on their perceived ability to pay but also their perceived ability to work the land, 

keep the holding profitable and pay the rent in full and on time.  There was some compassion 

for tenants already on the land who could no longer afford to pay, often in a hope of recovery 

and payment of debts in the long term.  Habakkuk suggested another reason tenants could be 

unreliable to landlords.  On the Montagu estate in 1660, he found, the majority of the land was 

held by small freeholders who neglected it in favour of the land they owned, although by 1730 

strips had been consolidated and larger tenants moved in.173  Thus tenants were chosen based 

on who was most likely to run  a holding successfully and who would negotiate a lease most 

favourable to the landlord.  Yet the relative negotiating powers of landlord and tenant changed 

with the economy.  Where the economy was strong a landlord could usually find a tenant but 
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where recession hit tenants would be more difficult to come by and thus could negotiate lower 

rents which did, as Turner et al commented, affect the class relationships of the two groups, 

especially where the landlords had negligible power in setting the rents. 174   

 

What has been identified by a number of historians and is often assumed to be the principal 

focus and function of large landowners is maximizing their profits from the land and, by 

association, their tenants.  To maximise profits in the sense the term is applied here involved 

increasing rents whenever prices increased and a reluctance to abate rents.  In this way profits 

could be maximised in the short term although tenants may be lost in the medium to long term.  

Appleby noted that rent increases occurred not only as agriculture improved but also where 

demand for land increased and thus where landlords could make greater profit from their 

tenants.175  That these increased profits should go to the landowner was a belief widely held in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  In 1797, for example, after his reorganization of the 

Windsor estate, Nathaniel Kent was surprised that farms were not making profits for their 

landlords.  He felt that this was not because farmers were making undue profits on their land s 

or that rents were set too high or low but simply that those collecting the rents did not feel the 

same responsibility to ensure they gained the maximum amount possible as farmers did in 

profiting from their farms. 176  Thus profit maximization was consider ed to be the economic ideal 

of how an estate should be managed in this period, even though only a proportion of landlords 

adhered to it and even then in the worst circumstances abatements would still be granted. 

 

Against this background of maximizing profi ts, an estate also needed to ensure tenants did not 

leave the land.  Where large numbers of tenants left the land an estate would be left with lands 

in hand which not only brought no rental income in but also required some investment to keep 

the lands in w orkable condition and maintain the farm buildings and homestead as well as the 

costs in finding a new tenant.  However, balancing the estate profit and setting of rent levels 

with the necessity to keep tenants on the land was, in itself, dependent on the size of an estate, 

income of the landlord and whether another tenant could be found willing to pay the rent asked 

in the prevailing agricultural economy.  

 

Turner et al commented that ȿÈÛɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÛÐÔÌÚɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯ×ÓÈÊÌÚɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯÏÈËɯÕÌÎÓÐÎÐÉÓÌɯ

powerÚȭɀ177  In other words, there were times a landlord could be forced into a position whereby 
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he had to maintain tenants on his lands (even at dramatically reduced levels of rent) as he could 

not afford to lose income on holdings entirely, nor the cost of impr oving a holding in order to 

re-let it or avoid lands going to ruin if there was no tenant to farm them.  Thus in some 

situations it was expedient for a landlord to grant abatements or improve lands in order to 

maintain his lands in the short term and incre ase the estate profits in the longer term.  This was 

not necessarily a case of landlords having negligible powers but often those undertaking this 

method of management did not feel they had another choice.   

 

The need to maintain tenants can be identified by the obvious profit motives of landlords in 

granting abatements and negotiating rents.  For example, where it was deemed that a new 

tenant could be found who would pay a higher rent than the current tenant was willing to no 

abatement would be granted.  If the tenant chose to quit the land rather than pay this higher 

level of rent he would not be stopped.  In the 1820s-1830s, for example, James Langham can be 

seen abating rents through fear of losing his existing tenantry and being unable to replace them.  

However, he did not consent to all reductions, aware of the importance of profiting from his 

lands.   

 

Elsewhere, in a memorandum on his wealth c.1870 Overstone wrote of how he had invested in 

his estate in order to improve the conditions of those living and working upon it:  

 

In the management of my Landed Property I have spared no expenditure for the 

purpose of bringing it into the best possible condition ɬ into the state best calculated 

to augment the produce of the soil, and to improve the condition both of Tenants 

and Labourers, under the Judicious guidance of Mr Beasley.  This I have done in 

respect of Farm Houses, Farm yards, Cottages, School Buildings &c.178 

 

Yet, whilst Loyd implied his actions were purely for the benefit of his tenants he also had  limits 

on how well to treat his tenants or, more specifically, on when to abate rents.  In 1879, when 

ÍÈÊÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÛÌÙÙÐÉÓÌɯÙÌÊÌÚÚÐÖÕȮɯ.ÝÌÙÚÛÖÕÌɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ#ÜÒÌɯÖÍɯ!ÌËÍÖÙËɀÚɯÈÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÐÕɯ

writing -ÖÍÍɯÏÐÚɯÓÈËàɯËÈàɯÙÌÕÛÚȮɯÊÖÕËÌÔÕÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÔɯÈÚɯÈɯȿÙÈÚÏɯÈÕËɯÐÕËÐÚÊÙÐÔÐÕÈÛÌɀɯÎÌÚÛÜÙÌɯÈÕËɯ

although he advocated landlords sacrificing some luxuries in order to survive he did state that 

ȿ(ɯÐÕÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯÎÌÛɯÞÏÈÛɯÙÌÕÛɯ(ɯÊÈÕɀȭ179  
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Added to this he still calculated the value of purchasing land in terms of profit.  He wrote to  his 

life -long friend G.W. Norman in 1874 demonstrating a clear idea of the place of the labourer in 

particular and the necessity of profiting from land:  

 

We know nothing here of the difficulties into which you have fallen, farm thrown 

into your hands, and  labourers intoxicated by high wages.  This must be 

disagreeable and troublesome ɬ but I should feel some confidence that under a short 

course of temperate and judicious treatment the disease will abate, and you will find 

your Farm restored to a state of productive healthiness.180 

 

'ÌÙÌɯÖÕÌɯÊÈÕɯÖÕÓàɯÛÈÒÌɯȿ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÝÌɯÏÌÈÓÛÏÐÕÌÚÚɀɯÛÖɯÔÌÈÕɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛȭ 

 

Therefore, a balance had to be struck between estate profits and a landlord receiving what he 

deemed to be his fair share of the estate income and aiding tenants to avoid bankruptcies, 

quittals and lands falling into hand.  The idea of retaining tenants on the land was two -fold ɬ 

firstly, rents could be increased once prices improved and therefore a fully tenanted estate may 

lose money in the short term in exchange for longer-term gains; secondly, keeping tenants on 

the land spared the estate the expense of maintaining the land and finding a new tenant.  The 

balance between profits and keeping lands tenanted was a difficult one dependent not only on 

the size of the estate and income of a landlord but being principally dictated by agricultural 

prices and demand for land.  The place of tenant retention and estate profits in the rental 

economy will be examined in detail throughout the remainder of this thesis as both were c entral 

factors in the setting of rents and the management of arrears and abatements throughout the 

nineteenth century. 

 

Long-Term Profitability of Land  

 

 ÚɯÓÈÕËÖÞÕÌÙÚɯÚÖÜÎÏÛɯÛÖɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÍÈÔÐÓàɀÚɯÍÖÙÛÜÕÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÕÎɯÛÌÙÔȮɯÖÕÌɯÕÌÌËÚɯÛÖɯÓÖÖÒɯÈÛɯ

why land  was chosen as an investment and how profitability was maintained.  Investment in 

the land was believed to be a stable, long-term investment from the early eighteenth century 

through to the late -nineteenth.181  In 1856, for example, Lord Overstone commented: 
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Land is the best form of permanent investment.  I entertain little doubt on that point.  

But beyond that I think all is uncertain speculation. 182 

 

As early as 1814, however, Overstone reported to his father what a friend (Mr. Douglas) had 

told him about Fr ance, including comments on the use of the land: 

 

The Land itself is good, and in the best possible tillage, and no waste lands to be 

seen, and all that the land produces is consequently abundant and cheap there.  In 

this respect the contrast between it and our own country is great, and much to our 

disadvantage.183 

 

Therefore the relative efficiency of foreign agriculture was something which landlords were 

aware of and sought to emulate on their own estates in the nineteenth century, to improve 

profits and ma intain the competitiveness of English agriculture and profitability of land.  

Maintaining the long -term profitability of the land was an aspect of estate management which 

was shared by all estates and changes to rent levels, the granting of abatements or allowing of 

arrears plus decisions to improve the land, were often made with long -term profits in mind.  

 

Where the economy was growing and prices were high, estates could turn over extensive 

amounts of money and provide a high income for the landowner.  Improving the land by means 

of enclosure, artificial fertilizers, crop rotations or any other means was usually intended to 

keep the land profitable in the long term and not simply for short -term gain.  Investment in land 

could also be a significant cost, especially where money was invested when prices were high 

but prices fell before costs were recouped.  Habakkuk found that landlords often spent a great 

ËÌÈÓɯÖÍɯÔÖÕÌàɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÐÕÎɯÕÌÞÓàɯ×ÜÙÊÏÈÚÌËɯÓÈÕËÚȮɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÈÚɯÈɯÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯÚÐÛÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯ

not because this had been their intention upon buying the land and Phillips found that between 

ƕƜƘƙɯÈÕËɯƕƜƘƝɯÛÏÌɯ,ÖÕÛÈÎÜÚɀɯ!ÖÜÎÏÛÖÕɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÐÕÝÌÚÛÌËɯÈÕɯÈÝÌÙÈÎÌɯÖÍɯȟƕȭƙƖɯ×ÌÙɯÈÊÙÌɯÐÕɯËÙÈÐÕÈÎÌɯ

and the Oveston estate an average of £0.98.184  Added to this was the possibi lity of mortgages 

taken out being an increasing burden when prices were low and interest was still accruing.  But 

overall estates were managed in such a way that they survived recessions and profited from 

high prices.  Indeed, until the agricultural market  crashed in the 1870s and 1880s, properly 

managed landed estates were a highly profitable long-term investment and possibly even, as 
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+ÖÙËɯ .ÝÌÙÚÛÖÕÌɯ ÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÌËȮɯ ȿÛÏÌɯ ÉÌÚÛɯ ÍÖÙÔɯ ÖÍɯ ×ÌÙÔÈÕÌÕÛɯ ÐÕÝÌÚÛÔÌÕÛɀȮɯ ×ÙÖÍÐÛÈÉÓÌɯ ÛÖɯ ÉÖÛÏɯ

landlords and their tenants.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Landed estates were defined by a number of factors and managed in a number of ways.  The 

choice of estate management depended upon not only the size of individual estates but also the 

reliance of the landlord on his landed income, the other incomes available to him, his 

personality and, of course, the wider economy at the time.  As the agricultural economy 

changed so did estate management but in the main decisions were intended to both maximise 

profits whilst retaining tenants.  All were focussed on ma intaining the long -term survival of the 

estate but differed in how far they sought to aid and protect their tenants from negative 

economic conditions.  What is most important here is the fact that landlords did not take 

decisions in isolation.  Those concentrating on the negative effects of estate policies often forget 

the reliance of landowners on their estate income and the levels of debt they may well have 

been encumbered with and few acknowledge the role of landlords in preserving the long -term 

profitab ility of the estate as a factor affecting their short-term decisions.   

 

Many landowners employed stewards to manage their estates by this period but the majority 

still took an interest in their estates.  They sought not only to ensure they were profiting from 

the land at what they considered a reasonable rate but also that the long-term profitability of the 

land was being maintained and quite often that their tenants were not facing bankruptcy and 

were able farmers, profiting from the land themselves.  Estate management decisions were thus, 

in the main, responses to particular economic situations and aimed at maintaining a balance 

between short-term profit and the long -term survival of the estate. 

 

The remainder of this study will examine the decisions of l andlords in managing their estates in 

terms of both rent levels and improvements throughout the nineteenth century.  These will be 

examined in the context of the options available to landlords at any one time within the 

prevailing agricultural economy.  Ch apter 3 will examine improvements to and investment in 

the land before chapters 4 and 5 look at the setting and payment of rents in detail. 

 



 
 

Chapter 3: Improvements and Investment in Farming  

 

Introduction  

 

As shown in chapters 1 and 2, England underwent a transition in both rural society and the 

agricultural economy in the course of the nineteenth centur y, caused in part by increasing 

demand for produce and a number of improvements in farming.  So much so, in fact, the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica ÖÍɯƕƛƝƛɯÊÓÈÐÔÌËɯɁ!ÙÐÛÈÐÕɯÌßÊÌÌËÚɯÈÓÓɯÔÖËÌÙÕɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÐÕɯÏÜÚÉÈÕËÙàɂȭ185  

Northamptonshire in particular was subject to significant changes in agriculture in this period - 

farm sizes were increasing, drainage was improved, artificial fertilizers and crop  rotations 

became widely adopted, land use was changed and around 25% of the Northamptonshire 

landscape was enclosed between 1700 and 1870.186   

 

Throughout the nineteenth century landlords and their stewards took considerable efforts in re -

organizing their estates, implementing improvements and increasing the efficiency of the land.   

(ÕɯƕƜƖƔÚɯ*ÌÕÛȮɯÍÖÙɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌȮɯ'ÜÕÛɯÍÖÜÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯ+ÖÙËɯ#ÈÙÕÓÌàɀÚɯÚÛÌÞÈÙËɯÙÌ-organized the land in 

terms of splitting some farms to make smaller holdings, increasing the size of others and taking 

some land out of cultivation for other uses.  He also identified considerable amounts of land 

being bought and sold.187  This chapter concerns itself which such re-distribution of landholding 

and farms upon landed estates as well as other types of investment and improvement and the 

factors such improvement was undertaken in response to, as well as who led the way and 

covered the costs. 

  

Throughout the nineteenth  century one can identify a consensus that to improve the land was 

to increase the income from an estate.  Indeed, writing in 1907, Robert J. Thompson noted that 

the rent increases in the first twenty years of the nineteenth century were, in part, attributable to 

the advances in farming (he uses the example of improved breeding programmes) being 

implemented more widely.  After the French Wars, as prices fell, he found that  landlords 

undertook two courses of action ɬ to reduce rents or to invest in the soil.  He stated that where 
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lands were improved in such a way rents did not fall. 188  Whilst chapters 4 and 5 will show that 

estates adopted other methods of rent management than simply reducing rents and investment 

did not necessarily prevent rents falling in this period, what is important here is the relationship 

between rents and investment.  Whilst Thompson identified investing in the land as a method 

of maintaining rent levels in a recession, Robert C. Allen noted that investment in the land by 

the owner was usually recouped by way of increasing rents, transferring any financial benefit 

from t he tenant to the landlord. 189 

 

This chapter will  therefore examine the changes taking place in agriculture in this period and 

how society caused or responded to developments in agriculture across the period.  It will 

examine the relative roles of landowners and tenants in implementing improvements to the 

land and the economic and social factors driving the decisions.  It shall be shown that enclosure 

was not vital in order to improve the land but did make it easier to implement other 

improvements.  Who took o n the financial risks of farming and how landed estates adapted in 

changing economic conditions will be the central focus of this chapter before chapters 4 and 5 

move on to examining the rental system in detail . 

 

Consolidation of Landowning  

 

As noted in chapter 2, landowning was becoming increasingly consolidated across the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Larger estates were more resilient against recession and 

offered their owners more security.  They were also more profitable and a landowner could 

build up substantial wealth and an extensive annual income by increasing and consolidating his 

holdings.  Indeed, Roebuck found that by the early -ÌÐÎÏÛÌÌÕÛÏɯÊÌÕÛÜÙàɯȿÉÖÛÏɯÚÖÊÐÈÓÓàɯÈÕËɯ

economically substantial landownership had come to acquire an almost unsh akable stability 

ÈÕËɯÚÌÊÜÙÐÛàɀȭ190  There are several examples of the Northamptonshire landlords of this study 

consolidating their holdings in this period, not only purchasing new lands but also selling those 

disconnected from their main estates. 
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The trend towards the consolidation of estates ran across England to varying extents from the 

late-seventeenth century.191  Roebuck commented that Sir Marmaduke Constable expanded his 

$ÈÚÛɯ1ÐËÐÕÎɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯȿÞÏÌÕÌÝÌÙɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÓÌɀɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÈÙÓà-eighteenth century.192  In Northam ptonshire  

the most significant purchasers of land within the Northamptonshire sample were the Loyd 

family, with Lewis Loyd buying into the county in the early -nineteenth century and Samuel 

Jones-Loyd continuing to expand the estate after he inherited it in  1858.193  Indeed F.M.L. 

Thompson noted the example of the Loyd family, finding that Lewis Loyd purchased lands 

from the Earl of Westmorland amongst others, building up substantial estates by buying 

smaller estates whole in the first half of the nineteenth century. 194  However, both Lewis Loyd 

and Samuel Jones-Loyd also sold some of their estates, consolidating holdings whilst still 

extending their ownership. 195  James Langham was also trying to expand his estate in 1800, 

when he wrote that he had failed to purch ase lands at Gratton.196  The sale of estates 

accompanying the buying of others also had advantages ɬ Thompson found that landowners 

would sometimes sell a part of their estates for the money to invest in their remaining lands or 

to purchase other land with. 197 

 

Between 1790 and 1873-83, as F.M.L. Thompson observed, great estates became more socially 

and politically important and this resulted in a concentration of landownership.  Even where 

individual owners changed, estates tended to be sold in their entirety  and/or to other great 

landowners.198  Indeed, Tom Nicholas argued that businessmen sought to invest in land even 

beyond the economic downturn of the late -nineteenth century to gain social and political 

standing.199  However, only 60 -80 of the 550 MPs in the CÖÔÔÖÕÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÌËɯȿÊÖÜÕÛÙàɯ
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ÎÌÕÛÓÌÔÌÕɀɯÐÕɯƕƜƚƛȮɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÔÌÕɯÉÖÜÎÏÛɯÐÕÛÖɯÓÈÕËɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÐÕÎɯ

local politics or even sitting in the House of Lords in this period. 200  Despite land still holding its 

appeal to some gentry in the 1870s and 1880s the decline in the agrarian economy led to a fall in 

demand for land by both tenants and purchasers alike, leaving many landowners with lands 

they could not sell and some unable to pay their mortgages or outgoings.201   

 

With regards to i ncreasing farm sizes and improvements in agriculture in particular, the 

consolidation of estates was a factor in these changes taking place.  Where an estate was 

consolidated rather than spread across a number of counties or even parishes it was easier to 

manage ɬ soil types and farming types would usually be similar and stewards did not need to 

travel to collect rents, check on tenants and manage the estate in the way they would were it 

fragmented.  Improvements would also be easier to implement where the topography of the 

landscape was similar as the same improvements or farming methods could be implemented.  

Enclosure would also have been easier to implement where a landlord owned the majority of 

land in few parishes than it would be if he owned a lesser quantity of land across a large 

number of parishes.  Furthermore, consolidation of landowning in itself enabled farm sizes to 

increase ɬ farmers increasingly wanted consolidated farms and where a landlord could 

purchase lands surrounding his estate farms could be increased without the displacement of 

any of his tenants. 

 

Thus land ownership was becoming increasingly consolidated throughout this period.  As 

shown in chapter 2 only a small minority ever owned land in Northamptonshire and a number 

of these men were increasing their holdings in the county across the nineteenth century whilst 

selling lands in other counties to consolidate their estates.  There were several reasons for 

consolidating holdings in this way.  In increasing their lands in Northamptonsh ire landlords 

were generally increasing the size of their estates overall even when, like the Loyd family, they 

were selling some lands elsewhere; but this was not the primary purpose of consolidating their 

holdings in the county.  Consolidated estates were more convenient, easier for stewards to 

manage effectively, usually adopted similar farming types and improvements and enabled 

tenants to increase their farm sizes more easily.  As a result there was a long-term trend towards 

increasing estate size and consolidating land ownership throughout the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, lasting until the agricultural economy collapsed in the 1870s and 1880s 

and increasing in times when the highest profits could be made.   
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Improvements in Agriculture  

 

The changes which could take place in farming were dependent to some extent on the 

topography of the land.  However, Northamptonshire was predominantly a county of good 

quality soils, even though they were suited to different purposes.  Thus a great deal of 

investment and improvement took place in the county in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, including enclosure and changes in farming types between arable and pasture as well 

as many other improvements. This included a number of improvements to the quality of the 

land such as drainage and fertilizer but also the adoption of new machinery.   

 

2ÈÙÈÏɯ6ÌÉÚÛÌÙɯÕÖÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÛÖɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌɀɯÈɯÓÈÕËÌËɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÞÈÚɯÙÌÎÈÙËÌËɯÈÚɯÛÖɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛÚɯÖÙɯ

productivity and from the seventeenth century this was considered an importa nt act on the part 

of landowners. 202  However, as Jean Jones pointed out, improving required a degree of 

understanding of the land and climate in order to optimise the productivity of the land, 

something which was noted by a number of writers on the subject of agriculture in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.203  3ÏÜÚɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÈÚɯÈɯÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÖÍɯÐÕÝÌÚÛÔÌÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯȿÊÏÈÕÎÌÚɯÐÕɯ

ÖÙÎÈÕÐÚÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÕÌÞɯÛÌÊÏÕÐØÜÌÚɀɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌËɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÖÜÛ×ÜÛɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛÚɯ

in this period. 204 

 

Improvements to the land, alt hough they took place on a far greater scale in the nineteenth 

century, had been undertaken before enclosure and often long before the period of this study, 

becoming common from the seventeenth century.  For example, Mingay observed that crop 

rotations had been used long before the eighteenth century whilst others identified a number of 

improvements which had begun before this period, including the rebuilding of farm houses. 205  

Furthermore, Whyte argued that after 1820 the majority of improvements which were  

implemented in English agriculture were concentrated on pasture lands and sheep farming. 206  
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Other improvements to the land which had been carried out prior to the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries were themselves modernised in this period including the p lanting of 

certain root crops on heavy soils even into the nineteenth century to improve drainage and 

under-drainage becoming more common from the 1830s.207  David R. Stead found that scientific 

advances enabled further agricultural advances, with  animal meËÐÊÐÕÌÚɯȹɁÈÓÉÌÐÛɯÚÖÔÌÞÏÈÛɯ

ËÜÉÐÖÜÚɂȺɯÉÌÐÕÎɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÌËɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯÊÙÖ×ɯ×ÌÚÛÚɯÈÕËɯÍÜÕÎÐɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌËȮɯÌÕÈÉÓÐÕÎɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɯÛÖɯ

better preserve their crops and livestock.208 

 

Despite a number of historians examining improvements in the context of the harm they did  to 

tenants and labourers, some have suggested that tenants prospered as a result of their lands 

being improved.  Wordie suggested that enclosure of wastes and increasing farm sizes may well 

have promoted tenant prosperity, although he also emphasised the possibility that these 

changes were able to take place because of tenant prosperity, rather than being a cause of it.209  

Indeed, the Northamptonshire evidence considered in this study certainly supports this view, 

demonstrating tenants taking on extra lands  in times of general and personal prosperity and 

improving their lands when they saw the possibility of increasing their profits as a result.  

Further to this, J.D. Chambers pointed out that living standards of tenant farmers were also 

improving in this pe riod, with the prosperity of farming being demonstrated by the rebuilding 

of farm houses on great estates which in itself provided a better standard of living for those 

living on the estate.210 

 

6ÏÐÓÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËɯÛÖÖÒɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÖÕɯÉÖÛÏɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯÏÖÓËÐÕÎÚɯÈÕËɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɀɯ

demesne farms, the utilization of machinery was the prerogative of only the largest farm 

holders, including only the largest of tenants and those who owned their own large farms.  

Machinery, for example, had the advantage that it could save a large farm a significant amount 

in labour and increase efficiency but many smaller farmers did not employ enough labour to 

make the costs worthwhile.  Lord Overstone wrote in 1862 that he had obtained a steam plough 

for his demesne farm in Berkshire yet the cost of improvement was still prohibitive to the tenant 

farmer:  
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there is room for further improvement and simplification in the machinery; which 

must be made before it can become a remunerating investment for an ordinary 

farmer.211 

 

Overstone clearly viewed the steam plough as a major improvement to the farming of his 

ÌÚÛÈÛÌÚȮɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÐÛÚɯÈÊÏÐÌÝÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÐÕɯƕƜƛƖɯÞÏÌÕɯÏÌɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÌËɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯȿ×ÙÌ×ÈÙÐÕÎɯÍÖÙɯ

ÛÏÌɯÕÌßÛɯÏÈÙÝÌÚÛȮɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛɯÊÙÖ×ÚɯÈÙÌɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌÓàɯÎÈÛÏÌÙÌËɯÐÕÛÖɯÖÜÙɯÉÈÙÕÚɀȭ212  Yet this 

does demonstrate the limitations of costly improvements as an asset to rich estate farms but 

unaffordable and not cost effective to the smaller farmer. 

 

Thus landed incomes could also be maintained or increased by investment in the land.  This 

increased short-term incomes and preserved the estate in the long-term as well as helped to 

retain tenants.  However, these improvements often served to increase the supply of 

agricultural produce and therefore, even though they had in many cases been available for a 

significant period, improvements were adopted on an extensive scale in the course of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when population and therefore demand for produce 

increased dramatically, making them profitable and worthwhile investme nts.  The scale of a 

farm also had an impact on whether improvements took place or not, with some labour -saving 

measures only cost efficient where a significant amount of labour had previously been 

employed. 

 

Changing Land Use 

 

Alongside the investment in the soil, implementation of improvements on an estate and the 

reorganization of landowning in the nineteenth century, land use was also changed in order to 

increase the profits of both landowner and tenant farmer.  However, whilst some changes 

appear to be led by the estate changing land use was often at the request of the tenant (with his 

ÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯ×ÌÙÔÐÚÚÐÖÕȺɯÙÈÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯÈɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛ-making policy of the landlord.  

 

One of the principal aims of improving the land was to increase production.  Increased 

product ion would not only increase farm profits but would help domestic production to meet 

the increasing demand of the growing population of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  

Williamson noted three ways in which arable production could be increased ɬ expanding the 

area under cultivation, raising yields per acre and improving the geography of arable farming.  
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This third method is the subject of this section.  Changing land use involved growing crops on 

lands better suited to them and less on worse soils and thus improving quantity and quality of 

the crops grown on the same area of land.213  Thus changing land use could be of benefit to both 

landowners and their tenants, although if poor choices were made both parties would lose out.  

For example, if good arable land was put down to pasture, even if prices for meat and dairy 

were higher, it may still reduce the profitability of the land. 214 

 

In the late-eighteenth century, Arthur Young credited enclosure with creating good, properly 

stocked pasture land from land  which had previously been put down to arable and fallow in 

the counties of Leicestershire and Northamptonshire.215  Leland J. Bellot pointed out that 

enclosure and changing land use were considered the actions of a good landlord.  In the two 

decades following his inheritance of lands in Buckinghamshire in 1726, for example, Richard 

&ÙÌÕÝÐÓÓÌɯ ÌÚÛÈÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯ ÏÐÔÚÌÓÍɯ ÈÚɯ ȿÈɯ ÊÖÜÕÛÙàɯ ÎÌÕÛÓÌÔÈÕɯ ÍÜÓÓàɯ ÌÕÎÈÎÌËɯ ÐÕɯ ÏÈÕËÚ-on estate 

ÔÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɀɯÉàɯÉÌÎÐÕÕÐÕÎɯÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɯ×ÙÖÑÌÊÛÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÜÛÛÐÕÎɯÓÈÕËÚɯËÖÞÕɯÛÖɯÎÙÈÚÚɯÍÖÙɯÊÈÛÛÓÌɯ

grazing.216  The evidence of this study shows, however, that enclosure, although a major 

changing point in land use, was not the only time when land use was changed and, indeed, 

land use was not always determined by the landowners.    

 

With regards to Northampton shire in particular, Steane observed that in the mid-nineteenth 

century the amount of land under arable cultivation was increasing and by 1870 two -thirds of 

the county was put down to crops.  In this period (1840 -1870), Steane commented, rents for such 

lands were high, enabling both great profits and a significant quantity of drainage and building 

work to be undertaken in the county. 217  By the late-nineteenth century demand increased for 

ȿÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓÐÛÐÌÚɀɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯÍÙÜÐÛɯÈÕËɯ×ÖÜÓÛÙàɯÏÈËɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌËɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÞÌÙÌɯÖften produced by small 

farmers who saw an opportunity to profit. 218  F.M.L. Thompson also commented on evidence of 

farmers themselves taking advantage of the market by changing land use.  Whilst it has been 
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supposed that farmers increased production in times  of low prices in an attempt to maintain 

profits (which in practice would just drive prices down further), in the period following 1870 

Thompson suggested that some farmers actually produced fewer unprofitable goods and 

increased production of goods which remained profitable or for which prices were increasing. 219   

 

As evident above, the reason behind changing land use was inevitably economic - John Broad 

found that landlords in the South Midlands (Leicestershire, Warwickshire, North 

Buckinghamshire and Nort hamptonshire) frequently put lands down to grass in the years 

leading up to 1800 as they could obtain a considerably higher rent per acre than they could from 

arable lands.220  3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕɀÚɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɯÊÖÜÓËɯÊÏÈÕÎÌɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÍɯ

profi table goods also indicates an important factor in changing land use in this period ɬ security 

of income.  In his study of risk management in agriculture, David R. Stead looked at methods 

tenants used to reduce their profit -risks.  He found that  

 

Many of th e production decisions made by farmers were chosen in an attempt to 

lower the probability of a loss occurring, or to reduce the size of a loss once it had 

occurred. 

 

Within this context he found farmers undertaking mixed farming (although a poor harvest of  

fodder crops would push up the cost of animal feed so the two were not mutually exclusive in 

terms of risk), diversifying in the types of crops grown so there was a fall -back if one harvest 

failed and even replacing crops with more resilient counterparts,  such as the replacement of 

turnips with swedes as the latter were less vulnerable to frost.  Added to these, he also 

ÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌËɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯȿÈÓÛÌÙÕÈÛÐÝÌɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɀɯÛÖɯÔÐÕÐÔÐáÌɯÙÐÚÒȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯËÈÐÙàÐÕÎȮɯ×ÖÜÓÛÙàɯ

keeping and growing industrial crops.  H owever, overall, he noted that diversification in -

farming was becoming less common throughout the period 1750-1850, as improvements led to 

farmers feeling their income risk was less than it had been previously. 221 

 

Thus land use changed not only at enclosure but throughout the period.    Enclosure enabled 

further changes to take place in order to improve landed incomes of both farmers and landlords 

but land use did not change because of enclosure alone.  Both farmers and landlords sought to 
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increase their profits and changing the use of the land was a method of doing this without 

undertaking costly improvements to the land itself.  

 

Enclosure 

 

As noted in chapter 1, enclosure was a huge change to the English landscape and a point when 

farms were re-organised, rents re-negotiated and new lands brought into cultivation.  Whilst the 

parishes of this study were all enclosed by the nineteenth century, enclosure and its lasting 

impact still necessitates discussion.  The reasons for enclosing lands are an important part of 

estate management and the changes to estates and improvements implemented post-enclosure 

are of great interest owing to their economic and social implications on the estate.  Indeed, 

Beckett pointed out that enclosure offered flexibility but the incre ased profits usually attributed 

to it could only be secured via further investment in the land, such as improving drainage. 222  It 

must also be noted here that enclosure was certainly not without its opponents or losers and 

historians have concerned themselves a great deal with the short-term social impact of 

enclosure rather than the long-term changes to estates and estate management which are of 

interest to this study.   

 

Profits and Improvements  

 

A landowner would enclose or wish to enclose his lands for a  number of reasons.  Jerome Blum 

observed that landowners might have wished to enclose in response to high prices for 

agricultural produce, proximity to markets, improved transport links improving travel times to 

markets, to create more grazing land or even simply in imitation of other landowners who had 

enclosed their lands and indeed others have identified some, if not all, of these as reasons to 

enclose.223  Enclosure did, of course, have advantages.  Even though he found evidence of open-

field farmers imp roving their lands, Mingay noted that compact enclosed farms could be 

managed more efficiently than the dispersed strips of the open-field system and animals could 

be protected from disease in a way they could not be on the common.224  Thus we come to the 

tw o main reasons to enclose the land ɬ to increase profitability and to implement improvements 

to agriculture.  
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The effects of enclosure were debated by contemporaries as well as historians.  Reverend J. 

Howlett, in his 1796 pamphlet in favour of enclosure, commented that there had been much 

debate on the subject and that  

 

Scarcely any thing at all connected with the improvements of modern agriculture, 

has been more eagerly contested, or more amply discussed, than the advantages or 

disadvantages of Enclosures.225 

 

Indeed, whilst Howlett viewed enclosure as a means of increasing farm profits and 

productivity, Arthur Young suggested it merely redistributed the wealth, increasing the 

ÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯÚÏÈÙÌɯÖÍɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɯÐÕÊÖÔÌÚȭ226 

 

Mingay suggested that the main reason landlords enclosed their lands was to increase their 

profits:  

 

%ÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÖÍɯÝÐÌÞɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÐÕÊÐ×ÈÓɯÎÈÐÕɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÖÉÛÈÐÕÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɯ

was the increased value of the property, which made it possible for them to charge a 

higher rent for it. 227 

 

Indeed, it is widely agreed that the principal reason to enclose was to increase estate profits. 

Habakkuk, found that unimproved estates were a sought -after commodity as they could be 

enclosed to improve their value; Julian Hoppit suggested that enclosure was not an end in itself 

but enabled landlords to impose new sanctions on land use and improvement, although this 

was done with the intention of increasing rents.  228 

 

On average, landlords did increase rent at enclosure by 15-20 percent but, Mingay calculated, 

the increased profits enabled farmers to pay them.229  The contemporary view, here again 

provided from the work of Reverend Howlett, also saw rising prices as a result of enclosure.  
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Howlett even provided figures, commenting that corn prices across the coun try had increased 

as a result of enclosures, from 3/6-4s a bushel to 7s-7/6 per bushel.  However, he also viewed 

ÛÏÐÚɯÈÚɯÈɯÛÌÔ×ÖÙÈÙàɯÌÍÍÌÊÛȮɯÚÛÈÛÐÕÎɯȿÛÏÐÚɯÞÐÓÓɯnot ÉÌɯÈɯ×ÌÙÔÈÕÌÕÛɯÌÍÍÌÊÛɯÖÍɯÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɀɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯ

farmers turning their lands to grass had pushed the price up and as they turned back to arable 

farming the price would fall again. 230  Added to this, R.C. Allen found that yields were also 

increasing and accredited enclosure with increasing yields by about a quarter.  However, he 

also noted that yields around 1800 were higher than they had been in previous years on both 

enclosed and open fields as a result of improvements.  Further to this, he argued that the reason 

for higher yields on enclosed lands was that a higher proportion of these had adopted drain age, 

not simply that they were enclosed.  Both these examples demonstrate the importance of 

enclosure as a catalyst but that improved farming was not a result of enclosure alone.231 

 

The principal focus of those discussing the negative impact of enclosure on tenants has been 

that rents were raised considerably at enclosure.  However, there were also positive effects of 

enclosure, including in enabling improvements.  Indeed, Arthur Young wrote in his Political 

Arithmetic ÛÏÈÛɯȿÞÐÛÏÖÜÛɯ(ÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌÚɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÕÖɯÎÖÖËɯÏÜÚÉÈÕËÙàɀɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ'ÖÞÓÌÛÛɯÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛÌËɯ

to mean that enclosure enabled improvement in agriculture. 232  Increased yields and more 

productive farming are often attributed as effects of enclosure.  However, both Blum and 

Williamson have suggested that this was not necessarily the case.  According to Blum: 

 

Better farming and increased yields per acre did not follow automatically after 

enclosure.  The writers of the county reports to the Board of Agriculture found that 

enclosures had, indeed, often produced the desired results of improved husbandry 

with higher yields and increased income.  But they also reported that often, for a 

variety of reasons, neither techniques, nor yields, nor incomes had increased after 

enclosure.233 

 

Further to this, Williamson added that the majority of parliamentary enclosures affected 

grazing not arable land and therefore did nothing to increase arable production, although 

improvements to these lands (especially commons and wastes) increased good pasture land and 
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thus food productio n.234  Contemporaries often assumed that improvement would follow 

enclosure.  For example, Pitt, in his survey of Northamptonshire in 1809 calculated that 

enclosure could increase profits by decreasing costs including by concentrated farms requiring 

less labour, improvements to the land being easier to implement and productivity and the 

quality of livestock also being improved. 235   

 

Research has shown, however, that even though enclosure made improving the land easier 

lands could be, and indeed were, improved prior to enclosure.  Mingay argued that there had 

been many improvements in open-field villages before 1760 and enclosure was often the last 

phase of improvement, not the first. 236  However, the open-field system did have its limitations 

for although some im provements could be carried out farmers were tied into a communal 

farming system.  The Hammonds pointed out for example that no farmer could cultivate his 

open-field strips as he wished and David Wykes also suggested that the spread of strips and 

communing  of livestock prevented some improvements under open field farming.  As a result 

he found that enclosure was not the only way the land could be improved but worked as a 

catalyst for improvement. 237   

 

Compared to the open fields, enclosed lands gave the tenant a choice in which improvements 

he adopted and how he farmed his lands, enabling more productive and efficient farming.  

Neeson argued that livestock could be improved prior to enclosure so long as fields were not 

overstocked because the marketplace was the principal source of infection and animals were no 

less prone to disease on enclosed lands than they had been when commoned.238  However, 

Mingay noted that the principal improvement in the quality of livestock following enclosure 

was the keeping of better breeds.239  The improvement of arable land was also viewed by 

ÊÖÕÛÌÔ×ÖÙÈÙÐÌÚɯ ÈÚɯ ÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯ ÞÏÐÊÏɯ ÊÖÜÓËɯ ÕÖÛɯ ÉÌɯ ÜÕËÌÙÛÈÒÌÕɯ ÞÐÛÏÖÜÛɯ ÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌȭɯ ɯ /ÐÛÛɀÚɯ

comment that the quality of arable land improved at enclosure indicates that either lands were 
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improved or cho sen more carefully in order to grow crops on better quality lands, resulting in 

higher productivity arable land.  Added to this, Steane found that in 1712 Morton commented  

ɁI say enclosures, because there is no practising this or any other improvements in the open 

fieldsɂɯindicating the increased ability of landholders to employ new methods and practices 

following enclosure. 240  Thus enclosure made arable farming easier to improve as well as 

pasture and in practice many appear to have improved their lands fol lowing their enclosure.  

 

The new compact farms created by enclosure did prove advantageous to tenants, as shown by 

not only the increased profitability of farming after enclosure but also by the compact nature of 

the new farms.  Mingay noted that enclosed farms, split into fields, enabled tenants to use more 

complex patterns of crop rotations and fatten and keep livestock more efficiently. 241  However, 

he concluded that a great deal of the increase in agricultural output was not a result of 

improvements or in creased yields but simply a result of more land being brought into 

cultivation. 242  Both Mingay and Blum also commented on the advantage of improved transport 

links which resulted from enclosure.  Commissioners set aside land at enclosure for roads, 

drains and gravel pits for the maintenance of the roads.243  As a result of these seed and 

fertilizers could be brought in and crops and livestock could be taken to market in less time or 

even further afield. 244  Improvements to infrastructure which came with enclosur e aided the 

increase in productivity and farm profits both by enabling improvements to be undertaken 

more easily (if at all) than they could have been otherwise and goods to be transported further 

afield for sale. 

 

Mingay also pointed out that the impact of improvements and changes in agriculture are 

difficult to distinguish from the impact of enclosure. 245  Indeed, improvements continued long 

after the land was enclosed, with costs for drainage and buildings, amongst other 

improvements, being recorded in th e Northamptonshire data.  
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3ÏÌɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌËɯÖÜÛ×ÜÛɯÖÍɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯÍÈÙÔÚɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÈɯÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÖÍɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌÔÌÕÛÚɯ

to the land alone.  The amount of land in cultivation was increased dramatically and Mingay 

considered this to be more responsible than improvement to the land in increasing agricultural 

output. 246  But the extra lands were usually only brought into cultivation by enclosure and often 

needed improving to make them into productive farmland.  Whether productivity increased as 

a direct result of enclosure or because enclosure was followed by other improvements to the 

land is of great interest to this study.  What is certain is that productivity did increase in the 

years following enclosure, increasing in England by a factor of 3.5 between 1750 and 1850 

alone.247  Yields were increased in a number of ways, including bringing extra land into 

cultivation but also as a result of better seed selection, better organization and land use, greater 

use of fertilizers and better drainage plus the implementation  of better farming machinery. 248  

Indeed Williamson calculated that between 1720 and the 1840s wheat yields increased from 20 

to 30 bushels an acre (c.50%) whilst barley production had improved from 25 to 50 bushels an 

acre.249   

 

Thus it was not enclosure alone but the continuing improvement of the land which increased 

productivity across the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  These improvements and the 

increased profits which both farmers and landlords obtained from them were in themselves a 

reason to enclose the land.  More importantly, however, the continued improvement of the land 

beyond enclosure maintained high profits and high rents as long as the agricultural economy 

continued to grow.  Thus, as shall be seen with regards to rents in chapter 4, it was not 

enclosure alone but continued improvement which caused a general upwards trend in rent 

levels in Northamptonshire across the period of this study.  

 

Opposition to Enclosure  

 

Noting the positive effects of enclosure is not to say that it did not have a  negative impact or 

was wholly supported.  Neeson calculated that in Northamptonshire two -thirds of successful 

enclosure bills had some landowners or cottagers who refused to sign them and in half of these 

cases those refusing to sign owned between 10 and 30 percent of the land.  Not all enclosure 
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was opposed but a significant amount was, including the enclosure of Geddington Chase in 

1792.250  Where there was opposition, opponents often took every measure available to them to 

resist enclosure, legal and illegal.  Jane Humphries identified opposition to enclosure even 

ÞÏÌÕɯÖ××ÖÕÌÕÛÚɯÍÈÊÌËɯȿÚÌÝÌÙÌɯÓÌÎÈÓȮɯÌÊÖÕÖÔÐÊɯÈÕËɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÚÈÕÊÛÐÖÕÚɀɯÚÜÊÏɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÌßÛÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ

feeling against enclosure.251   

 

The actual opponents of enclosure consisted of several groups in rural society.  The supporters 

of enclosure, Neeson found, usually encompassed all those hoping to profit from it.  The main 

opponents, on the other hand, were poor farmers, labourers, local craftsmen and small owner-

occupiers (who owned 40 acres or less).  Added to these, neighbouring gentry with no material 

interest in the enclosure may well be approached to support the opposition.  However, Neeson 

ÈÓÚÖɯÖÉÚÌÙÝÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÑÖÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÖ××ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÌÕÊÓÖÚÜÙÌɯÍÈÐÓÌËɯÈÓÛÏÖÜÎÏȮɯÈÚɯ-ÌÌÚÖÕɯ×ÜÛɯÐÛɯȿÐÍɯ

landlords and farmer s eventually won the battle for enclosure, rural artisans and agricultural 

ÓÈÉÖÜÙÌÙÚɯÔÈàɯÏÈÝÌɯÏÈËɯÚÖÔÌɯÚÈàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯÚÜÙÙÌÕËÌÙɀȭ252 

 

The groups which form the focus of this thesis ɬ the landlords and tenant farmers Neeson 

ÝÐÌÞÌËɯÈÚɯȿÞÐÕÕÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÛÛÓÌɀɯɬ appear to have enjoyed the positive effects of enclosure and 

sought improvement and increased profitability of the land.  So for these  groups enclosure 

appears to have been a generally beneficial experience.   

 

The Effect of Improvements to Transport Infrastructure  

 

Roads were usually improved and the transport infrastructure made more logical and effective 

when a parish was enclosed.  The improved roads, as well as the rise of canals and railways, 

themselves enabled further improvements to the land.  As a result of improved transport 

networks materials such as fertilizers and seeds could be brought in and crops and animals 

taken to market more easily than had been possible before the parish was enclosed or the 

railway or canal had been constructed.253  Indeed, R.J. Thompson noted the importance of 

railway links for agriculture in enabling farmers to take their produce to better markets as w ell 
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as lowering production costs. 254  As a result improved roads and transport infrastructure were a 

great asset to the rural communities of England, enabling the movement of stock and the 

bringing in of materials for changes and improvements to the land and  agricultural practice.  

Steane suggested that it was generally accepted by landowners, farmers and merchants that 

roads needed improving when a parish was enclosed and land trended to be allotted for gravel 

pits for the upkeep of the roads, enabling better transport links following enclosure. 255   

 

Thus agriculture could be further improved as a result of improved transport infrastructure.  

This occurred in part as a result of enclosure, which improved the parish roads and as more 

enclosures took place led to an improved road network across significant parts of England.  The 

rise of canals and railways further improved transport links across England.  This meant that 

demand in towns and cities for agricultural produce could be more easily met and materials fo r 

the improvement of agriculture could be more easily brought into the countryside.  As a result 

improved transport links acted as a catalyst for agricultural improvement and enabled farmers 

to increase their profits and widen their markets.  

 

Initiators of  Land Management Changes 

 

As shown above changing land use was not always something imposed by landlords but was 

often desired by tenants who sought to increase their own profits.  Yet it was not only the 

geography of farming which was changed by tenurial demand in this period. Tenants were 

often the instigators of improvement to the land and even increasing farm sizes.  In this context 

one sees landlords investing in the land with the agreement (or even at the insistence of) their 

tenants and rents increasing as a result of the financial outlay, not directly due to the perceived 

increased profitability of the land.  

 

There has been a degree of debate amongst historians regarding who wanted to improve the 

landscape and whether tenants were injured or proletar ianized by the adoption of new farming 

techniques and machinery as well as increasing farm sizes.  However, although landlords did 

wish to improve their lands to increase estate profits, tenants also sought to improve their 

holdings to increase their persoÕÈÓɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛÚȭɯɯ8ÌÛɯÈɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯÙÖÓÌɯÐÕɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌÔÌÕÛɯËÐËɯÎÖɯÉÌàÖÕËɯ

È××ÙÖÝÐÕÎɯ ÏÐÚɯ ÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯ ÙÌØÜÌÚÛÚɯ ÛÖɯ ÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌɯ ÛÏÌÐÙɯ ÏÖÓËÐÕÎÚȭɯ ɯ #ÈÝÐËɯ 'ÖÞÌÓÓɯ ÖÉÚÌÙÝÌËɯ ÛÏÈÛɯ

ÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯÌÕÊÖÜÙÈÎÌËɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÐÕɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÈɯÕÜÔÉÌÙɯÖÍɯÞÈàÚɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯȿÚÜ××ÖÙÛÐÕÎɯ

agricultural sociÌÛÐÌÚȮɯ×ÓÖÜÎÏÐÕÎɯÚÖÊÐÌÛÐÌÚȮɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɀɯÊÓÜÉÚȮɯÚÏÌÌ×ɯËÖÎɯÛÙÐÈÓÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÓÐÒÌɀȮɯÕÖÛɯÑÜÚÛɯ
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by allowing farms to expand or farmers to change the type of farming undertaken on their 

lands.256  Furthermore, Cragoe found that in Wales landlords did not just support 

improvements in agriculture but also funded them, investing in drainage and building work as 

well as attempting to aid the dissemination of new ideas.  Yet where landlords did invest in 

improvements the tenant was often expected to pay a proportion of the cost meaning the 

decision to improve farms on an estate did not lie solely with the landlord but also required 

some tenurial input. 257  As shall be seen with Northamptonshire, landlords paying for 

improvements and tenants paying a proportion of the cost or rep aying loans via increased rents 

were a common characteristic of rural society although landlords and stewards took a personal 

interest (as well as an economic interest) in how the estate was farmed.   

 

Thus larger farms and improved, more profitable land w ere desired not only by landlords but 

also by tenants and often pressure could come from both directions in order for both parties to 

increase their profits.  However, in practice both landlords and tenants had specific roles in 

implementing improvements t o the land, with landlords able to impose changes on tenants and 

tenants being required to gain permission for any changes they wished to make and, as noted 

above, landlords often providing at least a proportion of the capital for improvements his 

tenants wished to make to their farms.   

 

+ÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯ1ÖÓÌ 

 

6ÐÛÏɯÙÌÎÈÙËÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËÖÞÕÌÙÚɀɯÙÖÓÌɯÐÕɯÉÖÛÏɯËÌÊÐËÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÈÕËɯÍÜÕËÐÕÎɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

land, these were not always led by profit motive or desire to improve farming on the estate.  An 

improvement which w ould benefit the tenant might have been costly and not something from 

which the landowner would have profited (such as rebuilding farmhouses) or the landowner 

might have invested the money upfront for an improvement the tenant requested.  These 

improvement s did occur and appear to have been undertaken almost as a duty of the landlord 

rather than as an investment.  However, in such cases landlords did often seek to recoup at least 

some of their losses by way of a rent increase, their investment acting like a loan to a tenant but 

one which was only paid back as long as the tenant remained on his holding.   

 

The Montagu accounts list a number of rent increases where lands had been improved at the 

ÓÈÕËÖÞÕÌÙɀÚɯÌß×ÌÕÚÌɯ- in 1861 alone two rents on the estate were increased due to landlord 
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Ìß×ÌÕËÐÛÜÙÌɯÖÕɯËÙÈÐÕÈÎÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËÚɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯàÌÈÙɯÛÞÖɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯÏÖÜÚÌÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÙÌÉÜÐÓÛȭ258  

In the same period, in order for a tenant to pay upfront towards improvements, Cragoe pointed 

out that tenants needed assurances that their tenure would not be terminated before they were 

able to recoup their investment, particularly as many were men of little capital. 259  Thus a 

landlord paying for improvements and the tenant paying him back by way of increased rents 

appears the more logical model for payment for improvements.  Improving the land was so 

important on landed estates in this period that Williamson found five Land Improvement 

Companies - which would provide capital to landowners for improvements - were set up by 

Parliamentary A ct between 1847 and 1860 and evidence of landowners taking out loans and 

mortgages to invest in their lands. 260   

 

Beckett noted that the purpose of investing in the land was both social and economic: 

  

the chief concern was to maximise estate income without undercutting their socio -

political role as leaders of the community.  

 

Within this context, it was generally understood that a landlord would provide the fixed capital 

for improvement whilst the tenant provided the working capital. 261  R.J. Thompson calculated 

that investment in the land required a significant proportion of landed incomes and profit was 

therefore rental income minus costs of both repairs and improvements.  He calculated that pipe 

drainage cost up to £7 per acre whilst fencing cost 17s per acre.  In total, he considered 

maintenance and improvements of the land to constitute around 35% of the set rent.  

Furthermore, this situation could become problematic for landlords in a recession.  Where loans 

had been taken out repayments remained due and costs of repairs increased as tenants were 

less willing to undertake the work themselves, meaning that landlords outgoings could not be 

reduced to the same extent as their incomes had been.262   

 

However, investment was undertaken with a view to increasing es tate profits.  John Stuart Mill 

noted that landlords invested capital which tenants paid back by way of increased rents, a point 
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to which R.J. Thompson added that this increase would pay back the capital plus interest.263  

Indeed, A.D.M. Phillips, in his stu dy of land drainage, found that it was usual for a landlord to 

undertake the initial outlay for improving the land but this would then be passed on to the 

tenant by way of a rent increase.  Indeed, he found that landlords funding land drainage in this 

manner could expect between 4% and 7% return on their investment.264  Elsewhere, the rate of 

return for landlords on their investments has been examined by Beckett, who discussed the 

different returns for investments (such as enclosure yielded a higher profit th an land drainage) 

but began entirely on the assumption that landlords would profit from their investment and not 

just seek repayment of a loan from their tenants.  This he views as understood by both parties, 

with inefficient tenants being replaced by thos e seeking to maximise their own profits so the 

estate could maximise its income.265 

 

Landlords also undertook a great interest in how the land was improved and invested in the 

land in non -financial capacities too.  Within Northamptonshire, McDonagh noted tha t Elizabeth 

Prowse, in her 40-year management of the Wiken estate in the second half of the eighteenth 

century, improved the estate considerably, including introducing machinery, new crops and 

drainage.266  In the second half of the nineteenth century Northa mptonshire landlords were still 

taking an interest in improving agriculture on their estates and Lord Overstone led the way 

with improvements to his demesne farm. This appears to have been based not on management 

ÚÛàÓÌɯ ÉÜÛɯ ÖÕɯ Èɯ ÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯ ÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯ ÐÕɯ ÐÔ×ÙÖvements and personal opinion regarding their 

profitability.  Having invested in a Steam Plough for his own farm, for example, Lord 

Overstone viewed it as a great success but viewed the technology as yet unprofitable for use on 

small farms.267  It is interesting that Lord Overstone viewed the failure of the steam plough for 

smaller farmers to be a fault of the technology rather than a reason to increase farm sizes on his 

estate but primarily this example shows the interest he took in improving farming not only  on 

his own farm but also on the lands of his tenants, including those on small farms..  
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Thus landlords were vital in improving the land ɬ they often provided the capital to do so 

(there is evidence of Lord Overstone and the Lords Montagu doing this) and had to provide the 

security of tenure to encourage their tenants to invest and tenants could not improve or change 

their farms without landlord permission.  Added to this landlords and their stewards were 

active in spreading ideas of improvements and encouraging interest in improving the land 

amongst their tenants.  Indeed, without landlord support and investment few tenants would 

have been able to improve their holdings. Several historians have noted the role of landlords in 

encouraging improvements on the ir estates, including Bowen, who viewed the desire of 

landowners and their stewards as the driving force behind improvement and advances at a 

local level.268  However, Wordie pointed out that one cannot tell the extent to which landlords 

dictated changes: 

 

Agrarian changes such as the amalgamation and consolidation of tenancies, the 

enclosure of waste land, and the steady rise of the large farm may have done 

something to promote tenant prosperity on the estates, but it is also possible that the 

general level of tenant prosperity itself regulated the pace of these changes.269 

 

In Northamptonshire 1700 -1885 evidence shows that landlords were allowing improvements, 

financing them and introducing them to lead the way but this could not be carried out unless 

tenants accepted them.  Tenant farmers were more limited in their powers to improve or refuse 

improvements but they did have a significant part to play in the changes in English agriculture 

in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

 

Added to this, there is evide nce of stewards in Northamptonshire advising landlords, tenants 

and other stewards and sharing their knowledge of farming and improvement. 270  This was not 

unique to Northamptonshire though, with Bettey finding that George Boswell (1735 -1815) 

suggested improvements on estates around Puddletown where he was steward and sought 

advice from John Bailey who by 1789 had made his own threshing machine whilst working as 

steward for Lord Tankerville. 271  Thus, as important as the role of the landlord in driving 

improvem ent was the advice he was given by his stewards. 

                                                           
268

 WΦtΦ .ƻǿŜƴΣ Ψ! [ŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƻŦ LƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΥ ¢ƘŜ LƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ WŀƳŜǎ [ƻŎƘΣ /ƘƛŜŦ !ƎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aŀǊǉǳƛǎ ƻŦ {ǘŀŦŦƻǊŘΣ ƻƴ 
ǘƘŜ [ƛƭƭŜǎƘŀƭƭ 9ǎǘŀǘŜΣ {ƘǊƻǇǎƘƛǊŜΩΣ Midland History 35:2 (2010), p.214. 
 
269

 Wordie, Estate Management, p.177. 
 
270

 In 1873 Lord Grey wrote to Lord Overstone to ask if Beasley could send him the mix for winter cattle feed which 
they had previously discussed.  Overstone Correspondence, p.1230. 
 
271

 WΦ .ŜǘǘŜȅΣ ΨDŜƻǊƎŜ .ƻǎǿŜƭƭ ƻŦ tǳŘŘƭŜǘƻǿƴ όмтор-мумрύΥ tǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ CŀǊƳŜǊ ŀƴŘ !ǳǘƘƻǊΩΣ AgHR 57 (2009), pp.60, 
68. 



80 
 

 

%ÈÙÔÌÙɀÚɯ1ÖÓÌ 

 

Tenant farmers were themselves avid improvers with a vested interest in increasing their own 

×ÙÖÍÐÛÚɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÌÙÐÖËȭɯɯ#ÈÝÐËɯ2ÛÌÈËɯÕÖÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÍÈÙÔÌÙɀÚɯÛÖÖÒɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÑÖÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

financial  risks in farming as they agreed to a rent and if they did not make enough profit this 

was still due from them.  Stead looked at the profits to be made by the men farming the land 

and calculated that in boom years they could earn as much as 11 percent on the capital 

employed and in a recession may still earn as much as 6-10 percent.  He found this comparable 

ÞÐÛÏɯÖÛÏÌÙɯȿÙÐÚÒàɯÐÕËÜÚÛÙÐÌÚɀɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯÉÙÌÞÐÕÎɯÖÙɯÊÖÈÓɯÔÐÕÐÕÎȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÈÓÚÖɯÚÈÞɯÝÈÙàÐÕÎɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛÚɯÖÍɯ

about 5-ƕƘǔɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÈ×ÐÛÈÓɯÌÔ×ÓÖàÌËȭɯɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÍÈÙÔÌÙɀÚ profits were dependent upon a 

number of factors and risk management (and indeed perception) was essential in farming.  As 

well as the fact produce prices for the next year had to be predicted, weather and disease may 

affect output, costs could vary and wa r may disrupt trade.  However, Stead also viewed farmers 

managing the risks they faced in a number of ways.  Insurance became increasingly available 

for farming risks in the course of the nineteenth century, although there was proportionately 

little uptake , particularly amongst smaller farmers.  He also found them to be protecting against 

risks in a number of ways - ways which many would see as improvements ɬ including changing 

crop choices and employing animal medicines amongst others.272 

 

John Beckett went ÍÜÙÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯ2ÛÌÈËɀÚɯÚÛÜËàɯÖÍɯÙÐÚÒɯÔÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛȮɯÈÕËɯÝÐÌÞÌËɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɯÈÚɯÈÊÛÐÝÌɯ

ÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌÙÚȮɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÚÏÖÞÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÐÛÐÈÛÐÝÌɯÐÕɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÍÈÙÔÚȭɯɯ(ÕËÌÌËȮɯÏÌɯÍÖÜÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÓÈÙÎÌɯ

tenant farmers were usually reckoned to be among the most enlightened agriculturalisÛÚɂȭɯɯ

Further to this, he found that the advantages of external improvements, transport in particular, 

ÙÌØÜÐÙÌËɯɁÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÊÏÈÕÎÌÚɂɯÛÖɯÌÕÚÜÙÌɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯÈÕËɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯÜÛÐÓÐáÌËɯÛÏÌÔɯÛÖɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌɯ

estate output and profits. 273  Phillips went further, not only ar guing that tenants of farms of all 

sizes shared a certain zeal for improvement but stating that 

 

Although desirous of having his agricultural land drained, the landowner in effect 

was little more than a supplier of capital. 274 
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The nature of this study means that improvements to the soil are traced primarily via rental 

accounts.  However, from these one finds a number of examples in Northamptonshire of 

tenants having their rents raised as a result of the lands being improved at their request.  Prior 

to the nineteenth century, tenants on the Fitzwilliam estate were seeking to plough up their 

lands.  By the mid-nineteenth century, investment in the soil continued but the improvements 

being undertaken had changed.  In the 1851 and 1861 Montagu accounts, for example, a number 

of rent increases were noted to be interest on the costs of drainage paid in advance by Lord 

Montagu. 275   

 

In enclosed landscapes in Northamptonshire, McDonagh identified tenants initiating a move to 

reorganise tenancies as they wanted longer leases and security of tenure.276  The changing of 

tenancies as lands were improved was certainly nothing new, it was what Lord Fitzwilliam had 

done in the early-eighteenth century and has been identified by Stead as a method of estate 

management adopted throughout this period.  However, what is important here is that it was 

the tenants seeking longer leases so that they could benefit fully from the improvements they 

ÏÈËɯÐÕÚÛÐÎÈÛÌËȭɯɯ+ÈÛÌÙȮɯÛÏÌɯÈËÖ×ÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯȿÏÐÎÏɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɀɯɯÙÌØÜÐÙÌËɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌËɯÐÕÝÌÚÛÔÌÕÛɯÐÕɯÓÐÝÌÚtock 

and fertilizers at the expense of the tenant but Daunton found that it also required permanent 

investment to improve drainage and buildings, for which the landlord would often provide the 

materials and the farmer the labour, thus splitting the cost. 277  This is probably the explanation 

for the high levels of investment in drainage on the Montagu estate in the 1860s where a 

number of rents on large farms are noted to have increased to pay off the costs outlaid by Lord 

Montagu to cover the investment in dr ainage.  For example, one William Smith is noted to have 

ÏÈËɯÏÐÚɯȟƖƚƖȭƕƔȭƔɯÙÌÕÛɯȿÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌËɯȟƖɯ×ÌÙɯÈÕÕÜÔɯÍÖÙɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯÖÍɯÔÖÕÌàɯÌß×ÌÕËÌËɯÖÕɯËÙÈÐÕÐÕÎɀȭɯɯ

The same account also notes that two buildings (not dwellings or cottages as noted elsewhere) 

had been rebuilt. 278 

 

To undertake successful improvements to the land it was also important that the tenant 

ÜÕËÌÙÚÛÖÖËɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËɯÏÌɯÞÖÙÒÌËȭɯɯ%ÈÙÔÐÕÎɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÛÜÙÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌȮɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯ'ÜÛÛÖÕɀÚɯ
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1797 work on improving agriculture, emphasised the importance of far mers having an 

understanding of the land so that crops could be chosen beneficially without costly trial and 

error.  He also emphasised the importance of maintaining the fertility of the land, something 

which those on short-term or insecure leases may have failed to do in order to maximise short -

term profits. 279  Thus the most obvious difference between how the landlord and how the tenant 

approached improving the land was that a tenant only sought to increase his own profits whilst 

the landlord sought to pres erve the longer term profitability of his estate.  As the examples 

ÈÉÖÝÌɯÖÍɯ+ÖÙËɯ%ÐÛáÞÐÓÓÐÈÔɀÚɯÙÌÎÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɯ×ÙÈÊÛÐÊÌÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ+ÖÙËÚɯ,ÖÕÛÈÎÜɯ

ÐÕÝÌÚÛÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɀɯÍÈÙÔÚɯÚÏÖÞȮɯÓÈÕËÖÞÕÌÙÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕÌËɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËɯ

for future tenants whilst tenants wished to take advantage of current prices.  

 

Overall, both tenants and landlords played a part in improving the land.  Whilst landlords had 

to support improvements so did tenants if they were to be successful and while it w as usually 

the landlord who paid the cost of improving upfront it was often the tenant who showed the 

initiative to improve.  However, landlords had to regulate tenurial activity to ensure lands were 

not exhausted in the short-term to increase tenant profits and thus as well as paying the money 

to improve in advance landlords would also ensure improvements were carried out correctly 

and the quality of the soil was maintained.  However, it must also be stated that tenants and 

landlords were aware of the economic situation in which they operated and both sought to 

increase their profits where possible. 

 

Prices 

 

Prevailing agricultural prices were a central factor in the agricultural economy of nineteenth -

century England.   Stead noted that English farmers were price takers in the market as the 

number of producers was extensive and all were selling to the same national market.  Whilst 

ÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÈÉÓÌɯÛÖɯÚÖÔÌɯÌßÛÌÕÛɯÛÖɯȿÚÌÓÍ-ÐÕÚÜÙÌɀɯÐÕɯ×ÌÙÐÖËÚɯÖÍɯÓÖÞɯ×ÙÐÊÌÚɯÉàɯÒÌÌ×ÐÕÎɯÎÙÈÐÕɯÍÙÖÔɯ

market in times of low prices, he  also found that the cost of storage and risk of losses through 

crops spoiling prevented this being worthwhile. 280  Prices were an essential factor in the 

calculation of rent levels, the payment of rents, the level of investment in the land and the 

payment of labourers (which in turn had a knock -on effect on the Poor Rate due from 

landowners and farmers).   As seen above, investment in the land was a significant financial 

commitment and was therefore more likely to be undertaken where prices were high and were  

expected to be for the foreseeable future.  However, low prices were also linked to investment 
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in the land as in order to maintain rents a landlord may well invest in the land to keep the 

profits of his farms up.  Therefore, improvements and investments w ere dependent on rental 

income which was, in turn, dependent on prices.  

 

From the tenant-ÍÈÙÔÌÙɀÚɯ×ÖÐÕÛ-of-view, if prices fell he would struggle to maintain his standard 

ÖÍɯÓÐÝÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÔÌÌÛɯÊÖÚÛÚɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯÙÌÕÛȭɯɯ ËÝÌÙÚÌÓàȮɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯ×ÖÐÕÛ-of-view, where 

prices were low the estate would need to be preserved and rents and payments had to be 

properly managed in order to preserve the long -term profitability of the estate.  Where prices 

were high or rising, however, a landlord who did not increase re nts on his estate may well 

perceive himself to be losing out on a considerable income he considered to be due to him 

whilst his tenants enjoyed greater profits at his expense. 

 

Turner et al ËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÙÌÕÛÚɯÈÚɯËÌ×ÌÕËÈÕÛɯÖÕɯɁÛÏÌɯÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÙÔÌÙɯÛÖɯ×ÈàɂɯÞÏÐÊÏȮɯÐÕɯÛÜÙÕȮɯ

depended on his own income.281  Whilst one cannot entirely ignore the willingness of a tenant to 

pay and whether he prioritised his standard of living or other costs above pa ying his rent, it 

seems that the majority of tenants on the estates of this study were fairly diligent in paying their 

rents and generally widespread or abnormally high levels of arrears demonstrate inability over 

unwillingness, but this will be examined i n detail in chapter 5. 

 

In terms of rents due rather than rents paid, one finds that rent levels were set based on 

prevailing prices and tenants agreed to them based on the levels of profits they felt they could 

make (although it must be noted this was rar ely if ever owing to precise predictions of priced or 

calculating of income).  Matthew Cragoe studied evidence of a number of estate stewards 

calculating rent levels based on prevailing prices.  Sussex land surveyor Robert Clutton, for 

example, calculated rent due as gross product minus labour, marketing and repair costs, tithe, 

×ÖÖÙɯÙÈÛÌÚȮɯÓÖÊÈÓɯÊÏÈÙÎÌÚɯÈÕËɯÈÕɯÈÓÓÖÞÈÕÊÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÙÔÌÙɀÚɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛÚȭɯɯ)ȭ1ȭɯ#ÈÝàȮɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÏÈÕËȮɯ

worked out the value of crops based on a 12-month average and calculated rent as one third of 

what the tenant was expected to make.282  $ÝÌÕɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯ"ÓÜÛÛÖÕɀÚɯÔÌÛÏÖËɯÓÌÈÝÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÈÔÖÜÕÛɯÖÍɯ

ÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɀɯ ×ÙÖÍÐÛÚɯ Ö×ÌÕɯ ÛÖɯ ÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛÈÛÐÖÕɯ ÈÕËɯ #ÈÝàɀÚɯ È××ÌÈÙÚɯ ÛÖɯ ÚÏÖÞɯ Èɯ ÍÈÙɯ ÍÙÖÔɯ ×ÙÖÍÐÛ-

maximizing calculation both demonstrate how crucial prices were in s etting rent levels.  Where 

prices changed this would therefore be reflected in rent levels although there was usually a time 

lag where rents were renegotiated or temporary abatements were used.283  
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As well as being affected by a number of factors in the economy prices were also a factor 

ÈÍÍÌÊÛÐÕÎɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÈÚ×ÌÊÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÌÊÖÕÖÔàȮɯÈÎÙÈÙÐÈÕɯÓÐÍÌɯÈÕËɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÔÈÕÈÎÌÔÌÕÛȭɯɯ)ȭ#ȭɯ"ÏÈÔÉÌÙÚɀɯ

1953 article demonstrates this most clearly.  Chambers demonstrated how an increasing 

population fulfilled the increasing demand for  labour from the 1750s when rents and prices 

rose, arrears fell and interest rates remained low, enabling farmers and industrialists to afford to 

increase their labour forces.284  Therefore rents, prices, arrears and other debts and labour costs 

were all inexorably linked.  Further to this K.D.M. Snell found that in periods of high enclosure 

ÓÌÝÌÓÚɯ×ÙÐÊÌɯÙÐÚÌÚɯÓÌËɯÛÖɯȿÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÐÕÎɯÙÌÕÛɯÛÖɯÙÌÈËÑÜÚÛɯÛÖɯÕÌÞɯ×ÙÐÊÌɯÓÌÝÌÓÚɀɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÌßÛÌÕÛɯ

that the annulment of long leases became a reason to enclose.285  Indeed, it is generally agreed 

that rent levels were directly linked to prices.   

 

As has been shown, in the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries population was 

increasing dramatically  and with that came increased demand for produce .286  Mingay noted 

that enclosure, in particular where new land was brought into cultivation, helped to feed 

growing demand for food for a growing population. 287  Ricardo, however, had viewed 

increasing population as causing a divide in the profitability of farms.  Overall, he  calculated, 

demand for corn would rise, causing prices to rise.  To meet the new demand the land under 

cultivation would be expanded into inferior wastes with lower yields.  High prices would 

enable those farming inferior marginal lands to make an ordinar y level of profit but those on 

ÎÖÖËɯØÜÈÓÐÛàɯÓÈÕËÚɯÞÖÜÓËɯÖÉÛÈÐÕɯÈÉÕÖÙÔÈÓÓàɯÏÐÎÏɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛÚȭɯɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÛÏÐÚɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÐÕɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɀɯ

profits (plus the population increase itself) drove up demand for land, particularly superior 

quality land, and enabled landlords to increase rents.  Rent would, as a result, take a larger 

ÚÏÈÙÌɯÖÍɯÈɯÍÈÙÔÌÙɀÚɯÐÕÊÖÔÌȮɯÙÌËÜÊÐÕÎɯÏÐÚɯÐÕÊÖÔÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÙÌɯÔÐÕÐÔÜÔȭ288  In practice, however, 

marginal lands were improved to increase yields and increased productivity stopped prices 

increasing dramatically.  Added to this the negotiation of rent levels meant that farmers would 

not take on leases unless they thought they could make a profitable living from the land at the 

agreed rent. 
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However, despite an increasing population increasing demand for produce, there was a great 

deal of variation in agricultural prices across this period, with a number of peaks and troughs 

resulting from changes in both supply and demand across the period.  Indeed, across the period 

landlords appear to have taken action to aid tenants in times of economic slump, although this 

did not necessarily prevent tenant poverty, but this is an issue which will be dealt with in 

ÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯƙȭɯɯ6ÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÓÓɯÐÕɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÛÐÝÐÛàɯÞÏÐÊÏɯËÌ×ÙÌÚÚÌËɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɀɯÐÕÊÖÔÌÚȮɯ

although p rices were also an issue. 

 

With the advent of the French Wars and barricades preventing imports, coupled with 

×ÙÖÝÐÚÐÖÕÚɯÍÖÙɯÛÙÖÖ×ÚɯÈÕËɯÜÕÐÍÖÙÔÚȮɯ×ÙÐÊÌɯÓÌÝÌÓÚɯÉÌÊÈÔÌɯÔÖÙÌɯËÐÙÌÊÛÓàɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕÚÐÉÓÌɯÍÖÙɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɀɯ

profits.  Turner et al commented on the steep price rises of the second half of the eighteenth 

century and the class conflicts this provided as labourers suffered a drop in real income, 

ÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɀɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛÚɯÙÖÚÌɯÈÕËɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯËÐËɯÕÖÛɯÕÌÊÌÚÚÈÙÐÓàɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛɯÍÙÖÔɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌËɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɯÐÕÊÖÔÌÚɯÈÚɯ

they only had the opportÜÕÐÛàɯÛÖɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌɯÙÌÕÛÚɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÌÕËɯÖÍɯÛÌÕÜÙÌɯÈÕËɤÖÙɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÕÈÕÛɀÚɯ

agreement.289  In 1786 we have a record of prices from Reverend Howlett who observed that 

nationally corn prices had risen by almost 90 per cent from 3/6d-4d to 7s-7/6d.  He suggested 

these to be a result of enclosure and said they would fall again when farmers who had 

converted their lands to pasture returned to arable farming. 290  However, after 1793 the main 

factor one can attribute dramatic price rises to at the end of the eighteenth century was not a 

fashion of enclosing in order to create pasture but the French Wars.  Howell accredited the high 

×ÙÐÊÌÚɯ ÖÍɯ ÛÏÌɯ -È×ÖÓÌÖÕÐÊɯ 6ÈÙÚɯ ÛÖɯ ȿÛÏÌɯ ÐÕÛÌÙÈÊÛÐÖÕɯ ÖÍɯ ÈÕɯ ÈÉÕÖÙÔÈÓɯ ÙÜÕɯ ÖÍɯ ÉÈËɯ ÏÈÙÝÌÚÛÚȮɯ

inflationary finance and, to a lesser extent, the difficult ÐÌÚɯÐÕɯÖÉÛÈÐÕÐÕÎɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÚɀȭ291   

 

Yet with the end of the wars prices fell, despite the Corn Laws being introduced in an attempt 

to prevent agricultural recession. 292  Even in 1814 prices began to fall in a recession continuing, 

as Lord Ernle would have it, until the accession of Queen Victoria in 1837.  However, in 

actuality, both Howell and F.M.L. Thompson pointed out; the post war recession was 

intermittent.   Howell  also found that this depression hit wheat farmers on heavy clays the 

hardest, as did the recession which occurred from 1873.  Thompson also identified the crises in 

farming across this period as affecting cereal farmers worst.  He calculated that the price fall 

from 1814-15 was followed by deflation in 1821-3 and there was a further period of low prices 
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from 1833-5.293  However, Smith also argued that in years of productive harvests the Corn Laws 

failed farmers and falling corn prices actually led to a fall in agricultural incomes. 294  The price 

falls of this period hit farmers even harder owing to the higher rents which resulted from the 

ÞÈÙɯ×ÌÙÐÖËȭɯɯ#ÜÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ%ÙÌÕÊÏɯ6ÈÙÚȮɯ3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕɯÕÖÛÌËȮɯÙÌÕÛÚɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌËɯÉÖÛÏɯÐÕɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯȿ×ÜÙÌɀɯ

rent and interest on capital in vested in the land, especially with regards to the varying quality 

of land and the improvements necessary to bring increasingly poor quality wastes into 

cultivation. 295  Added to the high rents and falling prices for arable farmers, prices also fell for 

dair y and animal products meaning mixed farmers, livestock farmers and those who had 

converted lands to pasture did not escape the recession, although they had also been subject to 

rising rents during the French Wars. 296  But it was the fall in crop prices after  the French Wars 

ÞÏÐÊÏɯÞÈÚɯÔÖÚÛɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÛȮɯÞÐÛÏɯÞÏÌÈÛɯ×ÙÐÊÌÚɯȿÚÌÛÛÓÐÕÎɯËÖÞÕɀɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯƕƜƖƔÚ-30s to around two-

thirds of their average 1800-15 levels.297  By 1830, however, prices were beginning to recover.298 

 

It was not only farmers who suffered as a result of the price changes of the first half or the 

nineteenth century.  As a result of falling prices agricultural wages fell.  This led to unrest 

amongst labourers, demonstrating the severity of the impact of lower wages on agricultural 

labourers.  In East Anglia, for example, Graham Seal identified a number of riots occurring in 

ƕƜƕƚȮɯÞÐÛÏɯÙÐÖÛÌÙÚɯËÌÔÈÕËÐÕÎɯÍÐßÌËɯÞÈÎÌÚɯÈÕËɯÚÛÈÉÓÌɯÌÔ×ÓÖàÔÌÕÛɯ×ÓÜÚɯȿÈɯÙÌÈÚÖÕÈÉÓÌɯÖÙɯÍÐßÌËɯ

×ÙÐÊÌɯÖÍɯÍÓÖÜÙɀɯÈÚɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÙÌÈËÓÐÕÌɯÞÌÙÌɯÌÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓÓàɯÚÜÚÊÌ×ÛÐÉÓÌɯÛÖɯÍÓÜÊÛÜÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÐÕɯ×ÙÐÊÌ.299  As 

noted above there is no evidence of riot in the Northamptonshire sources for this period but 

there is discussion of some unrest in Cottesbrooke in 1830, which was settled by James 

Langham lowering rents for his tenants on the condition that they inc ÙÌÈÚÌËɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÓÈÉÖÜÙÌÙÚɀɯ

wages by the same amount.300 
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John Davies established that the Bute estate in Glamorgan rent trends closely reflected price 

trends, paralleling national rent levels.  He found rents increased rapidly from the beginning of 

the nineteenth century up to 1815; the early-1820s to early-1830s were characterised by 

abatements and the 1840s and 1850s were a period of high farming and these trends were 

commonplace across Britain.301  The investment and improvement historians now consider to be 

faÙÔÐÕÎɯÏÐÎÏɯÞÈÚȮɯÐÕɯƕƝƔƛȮɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛÌËɯÖÕɯÉàɯ1ÖÉÌÙÛɯ3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕȮɯÞÏÖɯÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÌËɯÐÛɯÞÐÛÏɯɁÛÏÌɯ

ÎÌÕÌÙÈÓɯÈËÝÈÕÊÌÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɯÖÍɯÍÈÙÔÐÕÎɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàɂȭ302  The increasing 

practice of high farming did increase agricultural income but also increased cost s considerably 

which limited profits and therefore the amount a landlord was able to skim off in terms of 

increased rents was limited too.  However, rent increases which resulted from enclosure and 

other improvements still took place and increasing populat ion levels both drove up demand for 

land and kept food prices high, supply being limited and prices kept potentially artificially high 

by the Corn Laws.   

 

The repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 was met with a great deal of fear that a flood of foreign 

import s would drive down prices and therefore domestic profits.  Lord Overstone, however, 

ÞÈÚɯÐÕɯÍÈÝÖÜÙɯÖÍɯÙÌ×ÌÈÓȮɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɯÐÕɯƕƜƘƚɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɯÞÈÚɯȿÊÖÕÍÐËÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚɀɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÙÌ×ÌÈÓɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯ

(as he had written six years previously) the increasing population of Eng land would require 

more crops and further imports were required. 303  However, the crash in the market predicted to 

follow the repeal of the Corn Laws did not occur.  Even though imports increased significantly 

in the 30 years following repeal, Howell found t hat aside from 1848-52 being years of 

depression, Britain was protected from the potential impact repeal could have had.   1850 has 

ÈÓÚÖɯÉÌÌÕɯÕÖÛÌËɯÈÚɯÈɯàÌÈÙɯÖÍɯ×ÖÖÙɯÏÈÙÝÌÚÛÚɯÈÕËɯɁÎÙÌÈÛɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯËÐÚÛÙÌÚÚɂȭ304  War and high 

transport costs limited imports across the period and those that did arrive did nothing more 

than supply the increase in domestic demand as population increased.  Howell found that only 

wheat was imported in sufficient quantities to depress domestic prices in this period whilst 

prices for barley and oats actually rose.305  Following the slump up to 1858, Daunton saw prices 

rising again, to peak in 1865.306 
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However, prices were not wholly depressed after 1865 and soon began to increase again, 

×ÙÖËÜÊÐÕÎɯÈɯȿÎÖÓËÌÕɯÈÎÌɀɯÈÕËɯ×ÌÈÒÐÕÎȮɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÑÖÙity of cases, in the early 1870s.307  The effect 

of repealing the Corn Laws, which had little effect in 1846, appears to have been significant after 

1873.  Olson and Harris calculated that as a result between 1873 and 1894 British wheat 

production fell by around 60 per cent. 308  Furthermore, Richard Perren pointed out that rents 

and estate income fell to a greater extent on arable than on livestock estates between 1872-4 and 

1890-2.309 

 

From the mid -1870s however an economic slump occurred owing to a number of factors and 

which caused both prices ÈÕËɯËÖÔÌÚÛÐÊɯÚÜ××ÓàɯÛÖɯÍÈÓÓɯÈÕËȮɯÖÍɯÊÖÜÙÚÌȮɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɀɯ×ÙÖÍÐÛÚɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÌËȭɯɯ

Lord Ernle considered the 1870s to 1890s to be a period of depression.310  F.M.L. Thompson, on 

the other hand, noted in 1991 that 

 

The vocabulary of depression and the despondent flavours of ill -fortune and failure, 

have never disappeared from accounts of agriculture after the mid -1870s, despite 

the work of revisionists. 311 

 

Indeed, Thompson further argued that the notion of a depression after the 1870s was entirely 

inaccurate.  He found that agricultural decline was not universal, with different areas and 

different types of farming being affected differently, to varying degrees and at varying times 

throughout what has been classified as the depression from the mid -1870s.  However, he did 

find that in a number of counties ȿÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯËÌÊÓÐÕÌȮɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯÌÕËÜÙÐÕÎɯ

depression among farmers and landowners ɬ ÉÜÛɯÕÖÛɯÓÈÉÖÜÙÌÙÚɀȭɯɯ ÕËȮɯÈÔÖÕÎÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÜÕÛÐÌÚɯÏÌɯ

considered subject to such a depression one finds Northamptonshire.312 
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Overall there were two main factors which led to a decline of agriculture in England from the 

1870s ɬ low domestic yields and increased imports from the Americas and the British colonies.  

These factors varied greatly between different farming types (in particul ar arable farming 

compared to dairying or more specialized farming such as market gardening) and as a result so 

did the level of recession.  The problem of domestic supply affected a number of agricultural 

products and types of farming.  Lord Ernle suggest ed that the early 1870s were characterised by 

ȿÉÓÌÈÒɯÚ×ÙÐÕÎÚɯÈÕËɯÙÈÐÕàɯÚÜÔÔÌÙÚɀɯÞÏÐÊÏɯȿ×ÙÖËÜÊÌËɯÚÏÖÙÛɯÊÌÙÌÈÓɯÊÙÖ×ÚɯÖÍɯÐÕÍÌÙÐÖÙɯØÜÈÓÐÛàȮɯ

mildew in wheat, mould in hops, blight in other crops, disease in cattle, rot in sheep, throwing 

heavy lands into foul cÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕȮɯËÌÛÌÙÐÖÙÈÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÕÌÙɯÎÙÈÚÚÌÚɯÖÍɯ×ÈÚÛÜÙÌÚɀȭ313   

 

It has been theorised that in the 1870s-80s farmers made this bad situation worse by increasing 

their supply in order to maintain their own total profits but actually only succeeded to saturate 

the market, driving prices down even further.  However, Thompson argued that this was not 

the case.  From the 1870s to 1890s, he found, some farmers increased production of products 

that remained profitable whilst others cut back production of less profitabl e goods, presumably 

partly as a bid to drive up prices by restricting supply and in part to reallocate those lands to 

more profitable produce. 314  However, in Northamptonshire landlords were commenting on the 

bleak weather and problems with produce which Lor d Ernle described and did not discuss 

changes in land use as maintaining profitability.  Yet even where farmers did alter production 

and controlled supply to the market the problem of improved transport and the imports this 

brought in was still significant ȭɯɯ6ÏÐÓÚÛɯ!ÙÐÛÈÐÕɀÚɯÙÈÐÓÞÈàÚɯÈÕËɯÊÈÕÈÓÚɯÏÈËɯÈÐËÌËɯËÖÔÌÚÛÐÊɯ

markets, improvements to overseas transport, against a market no longer protected by the Corn 

+ÈÞÚɯ×ÜÚÏÌËɯËÖÞÕɯ×ÙÐÊÌÚɯÉàɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÐÕÎɯÚÜ××Óàȭɯɯ3ÏÌɯƕƜƛƔÚɯÚÈÞɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈɀÚɯÙÈÐÓÞÈàÚɯÌßÛÌÕËÌËɯ

into the mid -western prairies.  This, added to the introduction of steam carriage by sea and 

land, led to a great increase in American exports to Britain.315  The effects of these imports were 

greatest on corn producers.316 

 

Later the effects of increased imports became more widespread.  From the mid-1880s 

refrigeration techniques had also been perfected, enabling the importation of chilled and frozen 

meat as well as cheese from America and cheese, butter, bacon and eggs from Europe.  Yet 

Howell saw these as impacting negatively on domestic produce prices not because supply 
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outstripped demand ɬ demand was rising as population increased ɬ but because the imported 

goods arrived at a time when domestic productivity was low due to bad harvests. 317 

 

Such a significant fall in prices ÙÌÍÓÌÊÛÌËɯÐÕɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚɀɯÐÕÊÖÔÌÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÛÖɯ×Èàɯ

rent.318  3ÏÌɯÙÌÚÜÓÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÓÈÕËÖÞÕÌÙÚɀɯÈÎÙÐÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯÐÕÊÖÔÌÚɯȹÙÌÕÛÈÓɯÈÕËɯÏÖÔÌɯÍÈÙÔȺɯÍÌÓÓɯ

dramatically, Thompson calculated by as much as a half, in the fifteen or twenty years after 

1878.  As a result many landowners had to sell their lands as expenditure, particularly on wages 

and luxury goods, could not be reduced to the same extent as it had been necessary to reduce 

rents by.319  Therefore, even by this late in the nineteenth century a significant number of 

landlords were still reliant on tenurial income and, furthermore, still susceptible to market and 

price changes.  After the mid-1870s prices did not improve significantly until the years 

following 1897, beyond the end of the period  of this study.  But even then the level was only 

that of the mid -1860s, with prices only returning to their 1870s peak levels again in 1914.320 

 

Thus prices fluctuated dramatically in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, increasing 

overall but having pe aks and troughs where import levels were affected or harvests had been 

particularly good or poor.  As a result tenant profits were affected leaving them with either 

greater profits which landlords sought their share of or unable to pay their rents.  The ef fect of 

price changes can be seen in both levels of investment and rent levels as those coming into the 

land would negotiate different levels of rent or th ose on it would agree new rents as soon as 

their tenancy enabled them. 

 

Rent as Dependent on the Type of Farming Undertaken 

 

As profitability varied, r ents were also dependent on the type of farming the land was put to.  

Not only did the topographical merits of the land determine this but prices of various goods 

would lead farmers or landlords to instigat e a change to the type of farming on a holding or 

estate and changes with the rent accordingly.  Until around 1750, Allen found, pasture rents 

tended to be higher than arable, reflecting falling prices for arable produce.  After 1750, Turner 

et al found, t he difference between arable and pasture rents was inconsistent but not a great 
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deal.321  At the other end of the period of this study, English found that when arable prices 

began to fall in the 1870s many Wolds farmers returned to pasture farming as they were no 

longer able to profit from corn. 322  However, in terms of rents and their link to the type of 

farming undertaken, Turner et al argued that landlords sought to assume direct control of their 

ÌÚÛÈÛÌÚɯ ÞÏÐÊÏɯ ÛÏÌàɯ ËÐËɯ ÐÕɯ ×ÈÙÛɯ Éàɯ ÈËËÐÕÎɯ ȿÛÐÎÏÛÓàɯ ËÙÈÞÕɯ ÊÓÈÜÚÌÚɀɯ ÛÖɯ ÛÏÌÐÙɯ ÓÌÈÚÌÚɯ ÞÏÐÊÏɯ

determined how the land was to be farmed. 323  However, on the Northamptonshire estates of 

this study there is no evidence of landowners dictating the type of farming undertaken so 

closely, although that is not to say this did not hap pen - the majority of sets of Montagu 

accounts did specify the type of farming being undertaken on each holding if not for each field, 

showing that landlords did pay attention to what use the land was put to, even if they did not 

dictate its use. 

 

One point of note in the Montagu accounts is that sometimes lands were sublet.  This 

demonstrates that rents were under the maximum which could be charged as tenants would not 

sublet if they made no money from it.   Evidence of subletting in England has also been 

identified elsewhere.  Spring, for example, commented on the persistence of subletting in the 

late-nineteenth century, when  

 

The holder of the building lease was usually not the occupant.  Indeed, repeated 

subletting often led to a situation so confused that the original lessee could not be 

easily discerned.324   

 

Therefore subletting did occur in England, demonstrating that tenants could lease their lands 

out for higher rents than they themselves were paying .   

 

Therefore the use of the land was a factor considered by both tenants farming it and landlords 

leasing it.  This was usually in the interests of maximising profits on the part of tenants and, as 

differing rent levels show, this was also a factor considered by landlords.  However, as 

landlords also had a strong interest in maintaining the long -term profitability of land, their 

interest in the type of farming undertaken also further works to demonstrate an interest in 
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ensuring land was not exhausted and was improved in ways beneficial to both tenant and 

estate. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Thus improvements and investment in agriculture were central to rural society in the 

nineteenth century and had a significant impact on the rental economy.  The improvement 

which has been of most interest to historians has been enclosure as this had the greatest impact 

on the landscape and has been argued as the cause of proletarianization of the poor as well as 

creating larger farms and leading to practices such as high farming.  Howev er, what has been 

shown here is that improvements to the land were not all landlord -driven and that tenants had 

a personal interest in increasing productivity as it would increase their own profits.  As a result 

a number of improvements were undertaken at tenant demand (with landlord agreement).   

 

Investment in the land was usually undertaken by landlords putting up the financial 

investment whilst tenants undertook the work and rents were increased accordingly, to pay 

back what was effectively a loan by the landlord for the work undertaken, as well as 

transferring a proportion of the increased profit to the landlord.  Whilst it has been argued that 

ÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯÛÖÖÒɯÈɯÏÐÎÏÌÙɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÙÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÙÔɀÚɯÐÕÊÖÔÌɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯÐÕÝÌÚÛÔÌÕÛɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯÏÈËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯ

willing to impr ove and, as they often instigated the changes, tenants must have profited too. 

 

Investment in the land was also highly dependent on prevailing prices, increasing when a 

greater profit could be made.  However, prolonged depression also brought about increas ed 

investment.  As shall be shown in chapter 4 and 5 landlords utilized a number of measures in 

order to maintain rent levels and keep tenants on the land in times of agricultural depression.  

Investing in the land was one such measure, intended to increase productivity and farm profits 

enough to keep rent levels up.  Better quality farmland was also more appealing to prospective 

tenants when demand for land was low.  



 
 

Chapter 4 ɬ The Setting and Agreement of Rent Levels  

 

Introduction  

 

Changing rent levels were central to the agricultural economy of the nineteenth century.  Rents 

were the principal bond between landlord and tenant and the leasing of land was relied upon 

by both parties for their livelihoods.  Turner et al defined rent as ȿÛÏÌɯ×ÙÐÊÌɯ×ÈÐËɯÉàɯÖÕÌɯÎÙÖÜ×ɯÐÕɯ

ÚÖÊÐÌÛàȮɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÙÔÌÙÚȮɯÛÖɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÎÙÖÜ×ȮɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚȮɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÜÛÐÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÐÓɀɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÞÈÚɯÍÐßÌËɯ

ȿÜÕËÌÙɯÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÎÙÌÌÈÉÓÌɯÛÖɯÉÖÛÏɯ×ÈÙÛÐÌÚɀȭ325  Thus in order to understand rural society and 

landlord -tenant relations on landed estates one must understand why rent levels were set as 

they were.  This chapter will examine both changing rent levels and what made them 

ȿÈÎÙÌÌÈÉÓÌɀɯÛÖɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɯÈÕËɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÐÚɯÝÈÙÐÌËɯËÌ×ÌÕËÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯ

or wider economic conditions.  

 

Central factors governing changes in rent levels were the supply of and demand for land.  

Turner et al found a number of reasons for changes in rent levels, not only economic but also 

social.  Indeed, tenurial demand depended significantly upon the perception of the profitability 

of a farm and predicted, rather than current, price levels. 326  Factors such as the soil type, 

proximity of a farm to markets, the size of the farm, the type of lease, the type of farming the 

landlord would lease it out for and the personality of a landlord all went some way towards 

determining the level of a rent .  Thus this chapter will explore both the social and economic 

factors affecting rent levels both in terms of individual negotiations and estate -wide trends 

across the nineteenth century, with an in-depth analysis of the recession following the French 

Wars in the first half o f the nineteenth century. 

 

In order to examine changing rent levels in context this chapter begins with  a discussion of the 

trends in rent levels across the period and the social and economic constructs which affected 

them.  Rents on two of the Northampton shire estates of this study are examined in detail in the 

context of turner et alɀÚɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÙÌÕÛÈÓɯÐÕËÌßȮɯÍÖÊÜÚÚÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÙÈ×ÐËÓàɯÊÏÈÕÎÐÕÎɯÌÊÖÕÖÔÐÊɯ

circumstances following the French Wars (1792-1815).  The chapter then moves on to discuss 

changing farm sizes across the period and their effect on rent levels across the period . 

 

Both rental figures and correspondence regarding rent levels and the setting of rents will be 

used in order to examine changes in set rents and the agreement of rent levels and the reasons 
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rents were set at the levels they were in the nineteenth century.  The changing spread of rents as 

the economy changed and lands were improved will also be examined. 

 

It will be shown that landlords and tenants were both primarily interested in th eir own profits 

but that landlords were often prepared to negotiate in the short term in order to preserve the 

long-term profitability of the land.  Different methods of managing, negotiating and setting 

rents and the reasons rent levels were set as they were will also be examined. 

 

The rents discussed in this chapter are however limited to rent levels agreed and permanent 

changes made to them.  The payment of rents, arrears and temporary abatements will be 

discussed in chapter 5 which will establish how th e rural rental economy operated after leases 

had been agreed, in particular where the economy fell into recession. 

 

Sources 

 

The most extensive collection of rental data available for any of the estates covered by this study 

are the accounts of the Montagu ÌÚÛÈÛÌȭɯɯ1ÌÕÛÈÓɯËÈÛÈɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ,ÖÕÛÈÎÜÚɀɯ!ÖÜÎÏÛÖÕɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÐÚɯ

available for the majority of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Furthermore, the Lords 

Montagu and their stewards kept a notes column detailing the reasons for changes in rent levels 

and tenants, providing more information on rents across the period.  Rental accounts for the 

other estates of this study are not as complete, if they have survived at all.  However, a run of 

Overstone accounts is extant for a portion of the early-nineteenth century.  As a result, the 

quantitative data for this study is reliant on these two estates in the first instance.  

 

When it comes to rental data one must first acknowledge a number of limitations to the data 

available.  Even in 1907 Robert Thompson faced the problem that not all account books 

survived and it was difficult to separate out woods, moors, parks and residential buildings from 

the agricultural holdings. 327  The issue of surviving evidence (or indeed account books being 

kept in any clear manner in the f irst place) is one faced elsewhere, with David Stead noting that 

Turner et alɀÚɯÙÌÕÛÈÓɯÐÕËÌßɯÐÕÌÝÐÛÈÉÓàɯÎÈÐÕÌËɯÉÐÈÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÐÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÛÜËàɯÉÌÐÕÎɯ

chosen to a significant degree by availability of evidence.328  3ÏÌɯ ÚÏÓÌàɀÚɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌȮ 

for example, have good records of the enclosure of their estate - Lord Ashley himself being an 

avid supporter ɬ but the extant estate accounts consist simply of a collection of receipts for 
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income and outgoings held together by pins, making the study of r ents on the estate nigh on 

impossible.   

 

3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕɀÚɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÚÌ×ÈÙÈÛÐÕÎɯÖÜÛɯÕÖÕ-agricultural rents was also stressed by H.G. Hunt, 

although the records he was using contained some detail on shops and public houses, enabling 

them to be removed.  Hunt also noted that the sole of land through the period may skew figures 

as a parish may change in size depending on the estate ownership within it.329  Fortunately, the 

Montagu accounts do specify the nature of holdings, minimizing this issue.  The Overstone 

accounts are not as clear but do occasionally note the nature of a holding.  Where identifiable, 

all non-agricultural holdings have been removed from analysis.  

 

An initial overview of broad trends is given for the entirety of the period using a sample of the  

Montagu data.  For this, accounts from 1801 and every tenth year following through to 1881 

have been used.  Added to this, the period 1814 to 1831 has been examined in more detail using 

detailed figures and analysis of the Montagu accounts have been used covering the period 1815-

1831.  The Overstone accounts are also available for the lands of Samuel Jones Loyd (later Lord 

Overstone) from 1827 to 1831. 

 

The rental economy following the French Wars has been chosen as it was a period of significant 

change in the rental economy, when the inflated prices of the wars fell and English agriculture 

was thrown into a prolonged recession until the 1830s.  The period has been employed in this 

chapter to examine changes in real rents whilst in chapter 5 the same data has been used to 

examine the spread of arrears and abatements of rent.  Whilst the Montagu accounts provide 

the most complete picture of the period, the late 1820s were still a period of depressed rents and 

the Overstone accounts therefore add to the general picture as well as providing a comparison 

for the changes in Montagu rents.  Both of these can then be compared to Turner, Becket and 

 ÍÛÖÕɀÚɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÙÌÕÛÈÓɯÐÕËÌßɯÐÕɯÖÙËÌÙɯÛÖɯÚÌÌɯÏÖÞɯ-ÖÙÛÏÈÔ×ÛÖÕÚÏÐÙÌɯÙÌÕÛÚɯÊÖÔ×ÈÙÌËɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

country more widely.  

 

However, there are limits to the statistical data available for the Northamptonshire estates ɬ 

whilst Turner et al relied on rent per acre the figures are unavailable for the estates of this study.  

Instead the changing spread of rents has been used in order to demonstrate the rise and fall of 

real rents.  As shall be shown the changing spread of rent on an estate year on year 
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demonstrates fluctuations in the general level of rents, even though farm size data is 

unavailable. 

 

Even though the quantitative data does form a significant part of the analysis of this study 

qualitative data is utilized to reinforce the conclusions drawn from the accounts data.  

%ÜÙÛÏÌÙÔÖÙÌȮɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËÚɀɯÈÕËɯÚÛÌÞÈÙËÚɀɯÈÛÛÐÛÜËÌÚɯÛÖÞÈÙËÚɯÛÌÕÈÕÛÚɯÈÕËȮɯÛÖɯÈɯlesser extent, the 

views of tenants of the estate and its management can also be gauged using both the 

memoranda in the accounts (which were utilized more freely in the Montagu accounts than the 

Overstone and provide not only views on the economy and tenanÛɀÚɯÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÛÖɯ×ÈàɯÉÜÛɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ

social and financial situation and even occasionally the character of individual tenants).  Added 

to this, as noted previously, there is an extensive wealth of qualitative evidence available for the 

other estates of this study.   

 

The Overstone estate in particular has a wealth of correspondence data which provides further 

information on the thinking behind rent levels and the agricultural economy more widely, 

including taxation and regulation debated in Parliament, the thinkin g of great estate owners of 

the time and discussions between Lord Overstone and his friends regarding the land and value 

of agriculture.  Lord Overstone also managed a significant farm on the Overstone estate, rather 

than letting out all his land, and regu larly discussed farming methods and improvements with 

his peers.  The Langham estate has more limited data but this consists of correspondence 

between James Langham and his estate manager throughout the 1820s, principally concerned 

with the profitability o f land in the recession following the French Wars.  The wealth of 

correspondence evidence for the period is another reason why this study has focussed on the 

post-French Wars recession.  This evidence is also heavily utilised in chapter 5 as discussion of 

rent levels in this period inevitably involved discussion of payment of rents, arrears and 

abatements. 

 

Overview of the Nineteenth -Century Rental Index  

 

Turner et al observed that in the first half of the nineteenth century annual leases replaced the 

former long leases and rents increased dramatically, transferring a larger proportion of tenurial 

income to landowners than they had previously. 330  David Stead, on the other hand, argued that 

landlords utilized leases as a management strategy to maximize their own incomes, using year-

on-year tenancies where they hoped prices would improve and rents could be increased the 

next year.  Where prices were high, however, he found that tenants were willing to sign longer 
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leases, bearing the entire income risk of farming and still being liable for a high rent where 

prices later fell.331  Whether or not tenants were tied into leases affected the rent levels on an 

estate as longer leases would stabilize rent levels even where prices and agricultural incomes 

changed considerably. 

 

Figure 4:1 shows Turner et alɀÚɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÙÌÕÛɯÐÕËÌßɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÌÐÎÏÛÌÌÕÛÏɯÈÕËɯÕÐÕÌÛÌÌÕÛÏɯÊÌÕÛÜÙÐÌÚȭɯɯ

This shows how rents were linked to prices and fluctuated accordingly but the predominant 

trend towards increase (until the 1870s) demonstrates the increase in demand for land caused 

by a dramatically rising population across this period.  This overall increase in rents across the 

period is also notable against the trend towards increasing farm sizes, with the average rent 

rising despite larger farms usual ly having lower rents per acre than their smaller counterparts.  

J.D. Chambers, for example, commented on the loss of tenants through consolidation of 

holdings throughout the period following enclosure. 332  Thus increases in rent over the period 

are in part negated by the consolidation of farms in the same space where there were greater 

numbers previously.  But, as shown above, whether as a result of enclosure or otherwise, farm 

amalgamation and consolidation of holdings was often tenant driven, with landlord s simply 

adhering to their wishes as the loss of large tenants harmed the estate more than letting large, 

capable tenants increase their holdings. 

 

Furthermore, whilst increases show greater demand for land, falls in rent levels show changes 

to permanent rents where demand fell.  Where demand for land fell tenants would be less 

willing to pay high rents and there would be fewer tenants at all willing to lease land without 

being offered concessions.  As a result where demand for land fell rent levels would h ave to be 

reduced accordingly for those coming into the land.  Furthermore, tenants already on the land 

would often require their rents to be reduced in order to convince them to remain on the land, 

further reducing overall rent levels on an estate.  Yet the overall trends in national rent levels 

demonstrate the national average rent levels across the period and the socio-economic climate 

at any one time. 
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Figure  4:1 Index of agricultural rent assessed in England 1690 -1914 (shillings per acre) 
SOURCE: Turner et al, Agricultural Rent, p.149. 
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It is within this framework that one can examine the spread of rents at any one time.  Whilst the 

national index shows that rents were generally increasing across the period, with fluctuations 

and depressions identifiable in the 1820s and 1880s, research has also found that farm sizes 

were increasing.  However, the spread of rents on the Northamptonshire estates of this study 

appears much more stagnant.  Changes in agreed rents and increases in farm sizes would both 

lead one to expect a change in the pattern of rents as well as the rent per acre.  However, as shall 

be shown, as larger farms came into being smaller holdings were also broken down and 

individual fields moved into different holdings.  

 

Turner et alɀÚɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÙÌÕÛÈÓɯÐÕËÌßɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÈÉÕÖÙÔÈÓÓàɯÏÐÎÏɯÙÌÕÛÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÈÙÓà-nineteenth century.  

After the French Wars ended in 1815, prices, and later rents, began to fall.  H.G. Hunt found that 

rents stagnated as prices fell, before catching up and beginning to fall too. 333  But even the 

arrears and abatements with which landlords first approached the problem of falling prices 

were, to some, too slow a response to falling prices causing tenants to impoverish the soil in an 

attempt to pay their rents. 334  The time-lag between falls in prices and changes to permanent 

rents is most evident here in the rental index.  Whilst prices began to fall from the end of the 

war, permanent rents did not fall until the 1820s, reductions in the interim being made by 

allowing arrears and /or granting abatements.  Despite the depth and length of the recession in 

this period, by 1850 rents had recovered sufficiently and were even increasing.  Turner et al 

found that by 1850-1 rent per acre was 35 shillings, 10 shillings more than it had been in the war 

years in 1810-11.335 

 

The final peak in rents was in the 1870s.  After this, prices began to fall dramatically, imports 

took away domestic demand and rents (and tenant numbers) fell across England.  F.M.L. 

Thompson found that from 1872/3 to 1892/3 rents fell by 16.8% across England and by 24% in 

Northamptonshire in particular. 336  Following this, Beckett noted that rents plummeted from 

1879 and by 1900, Robert Thompson noted, rents were only 30% of their early-1870s level.337  

Not only does the nation al rental index provide corroborating evidence for this dramatic slump 
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in rentals but landlord correspondence, particularly that of Lord Overstone, demonstrates the 

extent of the economic problems this caused for wealthy landowners and the landed estate as 

an economic entity.  In 1880 Overstone even described the falling rents on his estates as having 

ÛÖɯȿÓÖÖÒɯÙÜÐÕɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÌɀȭ338  'ÖÞÌÓÓɯÕÖÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÓÓɯÐÕɯÙÌÕÛÈÓɯÝÈÓÜÌÚɯÓÌËɯÛÖɯȿÍÐÕÈÕÊÐÈÓɯÏÈÙËÚÏÐ×ɀɯ

for even the wealthiest of landowners and that in diffic ult years larger estates even invested 

further in the land to try and attract tenants. 339  Indeed, with mortgages, investment, home farm 

management and other outgoings, Barbara English found that the Sledmere estate actually 

made a loss in 1898 with outgoings of £47,951 compared to only £16,716 in 1882.340  One could 

speculate that a part of this huge leap in outgoings was due to investment in the land.  

Cannadine found that rents remained depressed for the next seventy years, causing many to 

have to sell their assets and land was no longer the safest form of investment, soon overtaken by 

business fortunes.341 

 

As noted above, however, there existed a time-lag between price changes and rent changes as 

rental markets and leases responded to changes in prevailing prices, owing to external factors 

ÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯÊÖÕÍÐËÌÕÊÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÙÒÌÛɯÈÕËɯÓÈÕËÓÖÙËɀÚɯÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÈÕËɯÞÐÓÓÐÕÎÕÌÚÚɯÛÖɯÊÏÈÕÎÌɯÙÌÕÛɯÓÌÝÌÓÚȭɯɯ

This is most noticeable in the change in the spread of rents in the 1820s, where levels appear to 

have remained fairly constant despite the deep recession of the decade.  However, rents did not 

remain stagnant in this period in practice, with alternative measures to reduce rents in the 

short-term being examined for the same accounts in chapter 5. 

 

Overview of the Nineteenth -Century  Spread of Rents 

 

Figure 4:2 shows the changing spread of rents in a sample of Montagu accounts across the 

nineteenth century.  A sample of Montagu accounts for every ten years has been used, covering 

the period 1801 ɬ 1881.  In the nineteenth century rents on the Montagu estate were paid 

annually at Lady Day so there is one set of accounts for each year of the sample.  This sample 

has been used in the same way in chapter 5.   
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Figure 4:2: Spread of Rents on the Montagu Estate,  1800-1881 
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Whilst figures show the total rents on the Montagu estate increasing throughout this period the 

spread of rents remained fairly consistent.  Across the nineteenth century one can pinpoint  

several trends, including a fall in lower rents in the period of hi gh prices early in the century, 

most notable in the 1820-1821 account and a longer-term trend towards higher rents.  

 

Following the anomalous rent levels shown in the 1820-1 account one also finds changes in 

rental patterns which can be tracked across the remainder of the century.  Whilst set rents are 

shown as abnormally high in the 1820-1 account from 1830-1 onwards there are noticeably less 

tenants paying under 50 shillings per annum than in the 1810-1 account and a lower percentage 

of rents at even 1,000 shillings and under.  The number of tenants paying between 50 and 700 

shillings per annum increased and those paying below 50s fell.  However, the greatest increase 

was in the numbers paying 51-100 shillings whilst the proportion paying over 2,000 shillin gs 

per annum remained almost constant throughout the whole of the nineteenth century (with the 

exception of the 1820-1821 account). 

 

All this is coupled with small but sustained growth in the percentage paying over 3,000 

shillings per annum, which lasts un til 1881 when this group begins to decline.  Therefore, this 

movement is consistent with Turner et alɀÚɯÙÌÕÛÈÓɯÐÕËÌßɯÈÕËɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÚ×ÙÌÈËɯÖÍɯÙÌÕÛÚɯÞÈÚɯ

moving in favour of higher rents.  The accounts for 1831 and after also have a significantly 

higher number of tenants than the earlier accounts but this number remains fairly consistent for 

the rest of the century, showing an increase in the numbers of tenants paying higher rents and 

not just new lands being brought into the estates with new tenants with  them. 

 

It is also of note here that although the increase in rents in the 1821 account was not sustained 

the spread of rents never returned to their pre-1821 levels and rents of under 50 shillings per 

annum were never paid by more than 41% of tenants, despite being over 50% in both the 1800-1 

and 1810-1 accounts.  This group had also fallen to just 21% of tenants by 1880-1 but was 

coupled with a significant increase in those paying 51-100 shillings (10% in 1800-1, 11% in 1831 

and 27% of tenants by 1881). 

 

However, the nature of sampling means that the above can only provide us with an overview of 

the period.  As a result a detailed analysis has been undertaken for one of the short periods of 

great change in the nineteenth century agricultural economy ɬ the end of the French Wars 

(1792-1815) and the post-war recession, which is usually taken to have ended around 1830, 

although as has been noted in chapter 2 the nature of this recession has been debated by 

historians.  For this case studies have been undertaken for the two estates where accounts for 

this period are available ɬ the Montagu Estate (1815-1831) and the shorter run of accounts for 

the Overstone Estate (1828-1831). 
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Case Study: The Post-French Wars Recession 

 

In terms of the post-French Wars recession, the dramatic changes to the economy in this period 

have been identified as leading to rapidly falling prices, a loss of confidence in the land and a 

fall in agreed rent levels.  Whilst it is true that prices fell considerably between 1801 and 1821, 

they had begun to rise again by 1831.  Table 4:1 shows changes in the prices of agricultural 

produce in the early -nineteenth century and the percentage change from the 1801 price of 

wheat, barley and oats.  As can be seen prices had fallen to around half their 1801 levels by 1821 

but were beginning to recover in 1831, although they had still not reached the levels they had 

been at the turn of the century.  As one would expect this had a knock-on effect on rent levels. 

 

 1801 1811 1821 1831 

Wheat 5.975 (100) 4.765 (79.75) 2.804  (46.93) 3.317 (55.51) 

Barley 3.425 (100) 2.211 (64.55) 1.300 (37.95) 1.900 (55.47) 

Oats 1.850 (100) 1.379 (74.54) 0.975 (52.70) 1.300 (70.27) 

Table 4:1 Prices of agricultural produce in £/Qtr (Prices as a percentage of 1801 price)  
SOURCE: Mitchell and Deane, Abstract of British Historical Statistics, pp.488-9 

 

As noted above Turner et al found a significant change in rent levels in this period.  However, 

whilst both prices and rent levels were adversely affected by the price falls o f this period there 

is a noticeable time-lag in changes to agreed rents, with temporary measures being used to 

reduce rents in the short-term.  This, again, will be discussed in detail in chapter 5.  Even when 

one accounts for this time-lag in changing rent levels, however, changes in the spread of rents 

were not as prevalent as one may expect, particularly over the short term.  This emphasizes the 

importance of other rent control measures and, as Cragoe pointed out, the reluctance of tenants 

to leave the land.342 

 

Figure 4:3 ÚÏÖÞÚɯ ÛÏÌɯ Ú×ÙÌÈËɯ ÖÍɯ ÙÌÕÛÚɯ ÖÕɯ ÛÏÌɯ ,ÖÕÛÈÎÜÚɀɯ !ÖÜÎÏÛÖÕɯ ÌÚÛÈÛÌɯ ƕƜƕƙ-1831, 

corresponding with the post -French Wars recession.  Whilst one would expect a time-lag in the 

fall of rents or, indeed, the change in spread of rents following the wars, there is little  obvious 

trend at all in the Montagu figures.  Whilst numbers of tenants and the spread of rents did 

fluctuate year on year there is no definitive trend across this 16 year period.  Some patterns can 

be identified but the majority of the changes which are apparent on the graph can easily be 

accounted for in slight changes to tenant numbers and the natural movement of tenants.   
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Figure 4:3: Montagu French Wars Figs 
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At the beginning of the period one can identify a drop in those paying under 100 shillings per 

annum from 1815-17 with rents of 51-100 shillings continuing to account for a smaller 

proportion of the total until 1821.  Outside of this there is little identifiable by way of a trend.  

The persistence of both those paying under 50 shillings per annum and those paying over 3,000 

shillings per annum suggests that large farmers still existed on the estates but their persistence 

was not at the cost of small tenants.  However, the groups in between also show no definitive 

fluctuation across the period, demonstrating that the largest and smallest tenants were not 

surviving at the expense of the middling groups.  

 

Figure 4:4, on the other hand, shows changes in the spread of rents on the Overstone estate.  

Whilst these figures are only available for 1828-1831 one can identify a trend in the spread of 

rents.  In terms of the small landholders, those paying under 50 shillings per annum fall 

consistently in each account, although only by 1-2% every 6 months.  The very smallest tenants, 

those paying under 20 shill ings per annum actually rises between the first and second accounts 

but then decreases across the rest of the period, although at a slower rate than those paying 

under 50s, indicating a fall in those paying over 20s but under 50s. 

 

At the other end of the spectrum, those paying over 2,000 shillings per annum are a growing 

group, despite the wider economic depression.  Increasing most dramatically between the 

second 1828 and first 1829 account (an increase of 6%).  However, within this group the 

proportion o f tenants paying over 3,000 shillings per annum remains almost completely static, 

with a fall from 2% to 1% of the total in the second 1829 account which is rectified in the next 

account. 

 

However, there is a notable exception to the trends noted above ɬ the first account of the series ɬ 

Lady Day to Michaelmas 1828 ɬ has noticeably lower numbers of tenants paying under 20s and 

higher numbers paying over 2,000s than in the subsequent account.  This could be accounted for 

in the time lag between the economy failing and agreed rents falling.  However, when coupled 

with the fluctuations in the middling groups of the Overstone rents across one can build a more 

direct comparison with the Montagu accounts for this period.  The Montagu accounts have no 

definitive tr end across the accounts for 1828-31 (although in practice this only consists of three 

sets of figures) but this pattern, or lack thereof, is characteristic of the Montagu accounts across 

the period 1815-1831, as examined in detail above.  One reason for this could be the nature of 

ÛÏÌɯÙÌÊÌÚÚÐÖÕȭɯɯ3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕɯÈÙÎÜÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯȿÙÌÊÌÚÚÐÖÕɀɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ%ÙÌÕÊÏɯ6ÈÙÚɯÞÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÚÐÔ×Óàɯ

one downturn in the market but a series of fluctuations in the agricultural economy which 

could be classed as a number of short recessions but without any extensive booms between.  

These, he argued, were identified as lasting until the ascension of Queen Victoria in 1838 to  
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Figure 4:4 Spread of Rents on The Overstone Estate 1828-1831 


