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work for the cottage must be work to please him;and to please him it
must be the regular sort to hich he is accustomed, which he did beside
his father as a boy, which his father did, and his father before him; the
same old plough or grub axe,the same milking, the same identical
mowing, if possible in the same field.™

And Henry Stephens stated in his manual on nineteenth century farm practice:

The truth is, the young man who is desirous of becoming a ploughman
in a short time should be taught day by day by an experienced
ploughman to temper the irons, and guide his plow according to his
strength and talents. Very few young men have or are permitted to have
such opportunities of learning, and the consequence is, that, as my
observation confirms, the best plowmen are generally those who have
been taught directly by their fathers, and work constantly upon their
fathers’ farms.™
Nevertheless, Kitchen’s account cited above does provide at least one example of how
guidance and models for performing farm tasks could be available even without
parental supervision (Kitchen’s father died when he was quite young). Evidence to
be cited below also indicates that it was at least possible to enter a particular farm

occupation even if one’s parents had not been in that occupation.
4) The Role of Diversity of Stimuli

Yet another set if influences on the development of skill among farm workers that is
mentioned by numerous commentators was the diversity of situations and stimuli faced
by the farm labourer. The diversity of natural materials that the labourer had to work
with, the consequent diversity of activity and implements used, and the further
diversity caused by alternation of the seasons were all mentioned by commentators as
placing special demands on the cognitive capabilities of the labourer. Perhaps the

most famous statement of the mental versatility of the agricultural labourer resultant

Cited in Everitt, "Farm Labourers," p.199.

Stephens, Book of the Farm, p.399.
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from the diversity of materials he worked with is that of Adam Smith in The Wealth

of Nations:

many inferior branches of country labour, require much more skill and
experience than the greater part of mechanic trades. The man who
works upon brass and iron, works with instruments and upon materials
of which the temper is always the same, or very nearly the same. But
the man who ploughs the ground with a team of horses or oxen, works
with instruments of which the health, strength, and temper, are very
different upon different occasions. The condition of the materials which
he works upon too is as variable as that of the instruments which he
works with and both require to be managed with much judgment and
discretion.”

A number of Victorian commentators made similar claims. Henry Vaughan
emphasized the diversity of materials and consequent diversity of implements that the

labourer had to work with:

The materials, too, upon which he is called upon to work, and the
process of labour which he must perform upon them, differ in kind and
number as much as the tools themselves. With all these there is the best
and the worst way of dealing, -- a right and wrong method, -- so that
their familiar accomplishment requires much practical address and
discrimination.”

Orwin and Whetham called attention more generally to the diversity of circumstances

the farm labourer had to work with:

Of course much farm work was monotonous and toilsome, but it was
never so mechanical as much work in factories. There was always some
variety; no one field is exactly like another, and soil conditions vary
within the same field, calling for adjustment on the part of the worker.
Neither is one beast exactly like the next; each cow and horse has its
own idiosyncrasies and needs different treatment. And the alternations
of seasons and weather, the different crops grown and stock kept, all
combined to make what could have been a richly varied working life, if

Smith Wealth of Nations Cannan ed. intro. George Stigler (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1976), Bk.1 Ch. X. Pt.IL., p.142.

""Parliamentary Papers 1834 vol. 12 [Cd. 510], p.155.
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only the conditions and status of the labourer had been such as to make
him feel this.”™

Some commentators particularly emphasized the diversity of skills resulting from the

diversity of implements in use in agriculture. According to Henry Vaughan:

The agriculturalist, before he can claim work throughout the year, as an
able-bodied labourer, must, especially in these counties where the
cultivation is so varied [i.e. Kent, Surrey, and Sussex], honestly profess
the use of very many implements, which require a peculiar mode of
handling, and in spite of their more vulgar form and purposes, no
inconsiderable skill to manage with effect. The spade, scythe, the hoe,
the axe, the sickle, the flail, the beck, the gabbing-hook, and the other
implements of husbandry, -- all require a cunning and handicraft of their
own, not exceedingly intricate nor finished, but differing from each
other, none to be obtained without practice, and all, if possible to be
possessed by one able-bodied man.”

William Marshall, a late eighteenth and early nineteenth century commentator on

British agricultural practice, emphasized the regional variation in implements used:

the plough which is constructed in Norfolk in the most complete manner,
and furnished with every necessary appendage, has lain useless upon a
soil it suited until a Norfolk ploughman was sent to hold it! Nor are
these circumstances peculiar to that plough; and I will beg leave to
observe, in general terms, that whoever wishes to introduce an
implement which is in use in some distant district, would do well to
have it not only constructed, but set to work, in the country where it is
in use; and I will venture to add, that success cannot be insured unless
a person accustomed to the working of it accompanies it, and sets it to
work in the district into which it is intended to be introduced.*

0rwin and Whetham, History of British Agriculture, p.82.
"Parliamentary Papers 1843 vol. 12 [Cd. 510], p.155.

8Cited in J.M. Wilson, Rural Cyclopedia, (Edinburgh: A. Fullarton, 1847) vol.
3, p.868.
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More recently, MacDonald has pointed to the role of worker skill acquisition as a
factor influencing the adoption of new implements and techniques in eighteenth and

nineteenth century British agriculture.®

Because of this apparent diversity of working conditions, some commentators claimed
that the agricultural labourer tended to acquire a distinctive mental agility. Thus
Henry Vaughan claimed:

The agricultural labourer spends his life amongst the works of nature,

possesses much manual skill, a quick sight, a faithful and exact memory

(as all must know how have been in the habit of hearing him examined),

an observation by means naturally inert...*
The theme of diversity of abilities was put forward by another mid-nineteenth century
commentator:

It requires more varied qualities of mind and body to be a good labourer

than to be a good carpenter, whose tools keep him square by line and by

rule, etc. While the other makes parallel lines in a field with an

awkward thing called a plough, and still more awkward things called

horses.®
An important general question posed by this putative versatility of the tasks faced by
the agricultural labourer is whether it created any long-lasting changes in cognitive
habits. A rather influential claim to this effect was made by Smith in The Wealth of
Nations:

The common ploughman, though generally regarded as the pattern of

stupidity and ignorance, is seldom defective in this judgment and
discretion. He is less accustomed, indeed, to social intercourse than the

#1See Stuart MacDonald, "Agricultural Improvement and the Neglected Labourer, "
Agricultural History Review vol. 31, Pt. II (1983): 87-90.

#Pparliamentary Papers 1843 vol. 12 [Cd. 510], pp.158-59.

¥].G. Elliott, cited in Summary Report on the Agricultural Labourer, Royal
Commission on Labour, Parliamentary Papers 1893-94 vol.37. Pt. II. - 1 [C.6894-
XXV], p.38.
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mechanic who lives in a town. His voice and language are more

uncouth and more difficult to be understood by those who are not used

to them. His understanding, however, being accustomed to consider a

greater variety of objects, is generally much superior to that of the

other, whose whole attention from morning till night is commonly

occupied in performing one or two very simple operations.*
Although evidence to support Smith’s assertion of lasting cognitive effects of the
diversity of the agricultural environment would seem hard to come by, it is of
sufficient importance that is should not simply be treated as an antiquarian relic of the
history of economic thought. In the last decade or so, neurobiological studies have
been done, although admittedly a number of them pertain to animal not human
subjects, which have found that the richness and diversity of one’s environment does
enhance cognitive capabilities, as evidenced in neuron development, even for adult
subjects.®  Given the inherent complexity of defining measures of cognitive
development, this is not an issue likely to yield ready fruit for the cliometrician.
However, given the potential importance of the issue, it may be topic worthy of some

further consideration, for example, in comparative occupational studies.

Patterns of Occupational Recruitment and Mobility for Farm Labour

#Smith, Wealth of Nations, Vol. 1, Bk. 1, Ch. X, Pt. II, p.142. For a statement
of the adverse affects on mental acuity caused by repetitious manufacturing work see
ibid., Vol.Il, Bk. V,Chap. 1. Pt. IIl, Art. II., p.302. For discussion of the
interpretation of this passage see West, "Adam Smith’s Two Views" and Rosenberg,
"Adam Smith on the Division of Labour."

8See William T. Greenough and Harris D. Schwark, "Age-related Aspects of
Experience Effects upon Brain Structure,” in Robert N.Emde and Robert J. Harmon,
Continuities and Discontinuities in Development (New York: Plenum Press), pp.69-91;
William T. Greenough, James E. Black and Christopher S. Wallace, "Experience and
Brain Development," in Mark H. Johnson ed. Brain Development and Cognition: A
Reader (Cambridge, U.S.A.: Blackwell, 1993), pp.290-322; Mark R. Rosenzweig,
Edward L. Bennett, and Marian C. Diamond, "Chemical and Anatomical Plasticity
of Brain: Replications and Extensions, 1970," in John Gaito ed. Macromolecules and
Behavior 2nd ed., (New YorK: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1972), pp.205-277.



38
Although the sources and discussion thus far suggest that agricultural labourers did
indeed experience skill development, in part attributable to their cognitive environment
from childhood, the issue remains of the importance of this development and just how
critical exposure to farm experiences from an early age really was. Cumulative
environmental influences on skill development among farmworkers could have been
reflected in patterns of occupational recruitment. If exposure to agricultural
experiences from an early age was really that important, then one might expect that
agricultural laborers would recruited predominantly from parents with agricultural or
at least rural occupations. One can in fact distinguish two channels of influence. The
first channel would be the direct role of parental instruction or guidance and could
imply direct and narrow occupational inheritance from one’s parents. The second
weaker influence would pertain to the absorption of rural and farm influences without

necessary involving direct parental transmission of occupationally specific skills.

In order to study intergenerational occupational recruitment, a sample of marriage
registers will be used here for the years 1839-43 and 1869-73. The over all sample
consists of approximately 8,000 registers for the two periods combined from some 30
of the 42 registration counties of England.®® Of course far fewer registers report
occupations clearly associated with agriculture. Although the sample sizes for
agricultural labouring occupations are not high, they would not suggest the importance
of direct parental transmission of occupational skills. In the overall sample, 48
percent of grooms in the 1839-43 period and 38.8 percent of grooms in the 1869-73
period reported an occupational title identical (that is with exactly the same wording)
with their father. Of grooms reporting an occupation that can clearly be identified as
an agricultural labouring occupation, only 1 of the 6 in the 1839-43 sample and 21.1

percent of the 20 in the 1869-73 sample reporting agricultural labourer occupations

For a description of this sample see David Mitch, The Rise of Popular Literacy
in Victorian England (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992).
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reported exactly the same occupational title as their fathers.®” Considering grooms
reporting what could be regarded as more skilled agricultural occupations, such as
shepherds and drovers, of 19 such grooms in the 1839-43 sample, 27.8 percent
reported an occupational title identical with their father; of 36 such grooms in the
1869-73 sample, 52.9 percent reported an occupation identical with their father.®®
These rates of exact title inheritance would not seem unusually high relative to the
overall labor force. In contrast, of 215 grooms who reported occupations as farmers
in the 1839-43 sample, 83.6 percent had fathers who were farmers and of 160 such
grooms in the 1869-73 sample, 81.3 percent had fathers who were farmers. Of
grooms who reported occupations likely to involve smaller scale agricultural
operations, such as gardening and market gardening, what could be termed peasants,
of 152 such grooms in the 1839-43 sample, 45.3 percent reported their father had an
identical occupational titlé; of 148 such grooms in the 1869-73 sample, 37.1 percent
reported their father had an identical occupational title.* In sum apart from farmers,
for whom direct connections to land might have been especially important;
occupational inheritance rates for those in clearly distinguishable agricultural

occupations was not especially high.

¥In the 1839-43 sample these occupational titles were farmingman, farmservant,
and agricultural labourer. In the 1869-73 sample these occupational titles were
farmingman, aglaborer, farmingman, farm labourer, and farmservant.

¥The specific occupational titles listed were in the 1839-43 sample:
gamekeeper,seedsman, shepherd,coltbreaker, drover, horsekeeper, cowman, forester;
in the 1869-73 sample: cowkeeper, cowman, gamekeeper, hayser, keeper,
nurseryman, rabbitcatcher, shepherd, woodman.

8The occupational titles included here were in the 1839-43 sample: gardener,
husbandman, yeoman, hind, crofter, fisherman; the 1869-73 sample: fisherman,
gardener, hind, husbandman, marketgardener, yeoman. Fishermen were included in
the small farmer category in the original occupational classification scheme used to
analyze this data; it is admittedly questionable to include them in this category for the
purposes here and more refined analysis should exclude them from the category.
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However, a key ambiguity in this regard pertains to the occupational title of
"labourer.” It is quite likely that a substantial proportion of agricultural labourers
would simply have reported the title of labourer on the marriage register. The rate
of intergenerational self-recruitment among labourers was high: of 905 grooms
reporting the occupation of labourer in the 1839-43 sample, 75.4 percent had fathers
who were labourers; of 769 grooms who reported the occupation of labourer in the
1869-73 sample, 73.6 percent had fathers who were labourers. One can attempt to
control for the effect of rural environment by comparing labourers from counties likely
to be predominantly rural (although not necessarily all labourers were strictly involved
with rural tasks) with labourers from counties more likely to be engaged in industrial
and urban tasks. For this purpose the counties of Wiltshire and Hertford can be
classified as rural while London, Middlesex, and Lancashire as urban. Of 99 grooms
who were labourers from ﬂmc two rural counties in the 1839-43 sample, 81 percent had
fathers who were labourers; while of 62 grooms from these two counties who were
labourers in the 1869-73 sample, 89 percent had fathers who were labourers. In
comparison, of 179 grooms from the urban/industrial counties who reported the
occupation of labourer in the 1839-43 sample, 72.1 percent had fathers who were
labourers, and of 221 such grooms in the 1869-73 sample, 68.3 percent had fathers
who were labourers. This would suggest a somewhat higher rate of occupational self-
recruitment in the rural counties than urban/industrial ones but not overwhelmingly so.
And it should be noted that if the comparison is confined to London, of 62 London
labourers in the 1839-43 sample, 84 percent had fathers who were labourers, and of
36 in the 1869-73 sample, 80.6 percent had fathers who were labourers. This
evidence would also not suggest strong support for the direct role of parental

transmission of skills.

However, if consideration is given to recruitment from fathers in all rural occupations,
or at least likely to be rural occupations, then the percentage of rural recruitment does
increase significantly for those in agricultural labouring occupations. In the 1839-43

sample, of 6 grooms reporting occupation of agricultural labourer, 5 had fathers likely
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to be in rural occupations (if 2 with fathers who were labourers not further described
are included); in the 1869-73 sample, of 20 who reported the occupation of
agricultural labourer, 19 had fathers in likely rural occupations, (including 8 labourers
not further described). Of grooms reporting agriculturally skilled occupations, of 19
in the 1839-43 sample, 78 percent had fathers in likely rural occupations (if the 42
percent who were labourers not further described are included) and of 36 in the 1869-
73 sample, 86 percent had fathers in likely rural occupations (if the 28 percent with
fathers who were labourers not further described are included). These results suggest
a likelihood of recruitment from a rural background although they also indicated that
it was not impossible to enter agricultural labouring work from a non-rural

background.®

So far the focus has been on patterns of recruitment. If one considers mobility
patterns, one might expect that a distinctive process of environmental skill
accumulation in rural areas would be rural-specific and hence limit patterns of
mobility. Using similar reasoning, Steckel has found for the mid-nineteenth century
U.S., that farmers tended to migrate within much narrower east-west bands than
westward migrants in other occupations, a restricted pattern, Steckel attributes to
latitude specific knowledge about farming conditions.” It is also of interest to note
that this latitude specific tendency, according to Steckel, was considerably attenuated
with improvements in the diffusion of knowledge. Along similar lines, Rosenzweig
and Wolpin report evidence of experiential advantages specific to particular farms for

a data set from India covering 1968-71.” Nicholas and Shergold do report findings

®For purposes of classification here, "rural” occupations were defined to mean
those in the agricultural labourer, agricultural skilled, farmer, small farm enterprise,
and labourer [not otherwise defined] categories.

*'Richard H. Steckel, "The Economic Foundations of East-West Migration during
the 19th Century," Explorations in Economic History vol. 20 (1983): 14-36.

“Mark R. Rosenzweig and Kenneth 1. Wolpin, "Specific Experience, Household
Structure, and Intergenerational Transfers: Farm Family Land and Labor
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on the geographic mobility of agricultural workers in early nineteenth-century
England.” Their findings are not as directly suggestive of specific agricultural
knowledge as those of Steckel or of Rosenzweig and Wolpin. Nicholas and Shergold
report that agricultural workers in early nineteenth century England were more likely
to move between counties than the labour force generally, but that their moves tended
to be short distance ones, perhaps consistent with retaining some local skills, but not
so specific as to cause great attachment to individual employers. Redford indicates that
Irish migration to English farms was primarily concentrated on harvest tasks and not
to more widespread agricultural tasks, suggesting the importance of local knowledge
or at least longer term experience in agriculture for retaining permanent positions:

In many cases seasonal migration or vagrancy led eventually to

permanent settlement in England; but the annual visits of the Irish

harvesters have left very little impression on the English agricultural

districts. When the harvesters or vagrants decided to stay in England

they usually settled in the large towns. The Irish never secured a

footing in the more highly skilled branches of agriculture; they were

good reapers, but not fit for anything else. Even in Scotland, where

their position in agriculture became strongest, there were few Irish

ploughmen or dairywomen.*
Other pieces of evidence are conflicting on whether Victorian agricultural labourers
in fact accumulated much occupation-specific skill. On the one hand, out of a
collection of working-class biographies compiled by John Burnett, David Vincent, and

David Myall for those born between 1750 and 1900, 80 entries list those who reported

Arrangements in Developing Countries,"
Quarterly Journal of Economics vol. 100, Supplement, 1985: 961-987.

“Stephen Nicholas and Peter R. Shergold, "Internal Migration in England, 1818-
1839," Journal of Historical Geography vol. 13 no.2 (1987): 155-68.

*Arthur Redford, Labour Migration in England, 1800-1850 (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1926), p.149. Redford’s conclusion along with another
similar assessment is cited in E.J.T. Collins, "Migrant Labour in British Agriculture
in the Nineteenth Century," Economic History Review 2nd ser. Vol.29, no.1 (Feb.,
1976): 56.
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at least some experience as an agricultural labourer. Of these 80, only 15 indicated
that they spent their entire labour force career predominantly as an agricultural
labourer.” Admittedly, sample of those who actually endeavoured to sammarize their
lives in written and in many cases actually printed form is subject to selection bias and
cannot be assumed to be typical. Nevertheless, even making large allowances for such
bias and for the fact that agriculture was a declining sector, an 18.75 percent rate of
persistence in the occupation is not suggestive of strong occupational specific

accumulation of skills.

On the other hand a study of an Essex farm village in the second half of the nineteenth
century found that of 114 farm workers in the village in 1861, 11 had died by 1871,
35 had left by 1871, while of the 68 remaining, 62 or 91 percent retained the same
occupation in 1871 as in 1861. Moreover, of a total of 114 farmworkers in the village
in 1861, 87 percent were born in the village, and of 43 whose fathers birthplace could
be traced, 87 percent had fathers who were also born in the village.* These findings
would seem more supportive of the notion that those born and raised in a rural

environment developed farm specific skills.
Were there Trends in Skill Development of the Agricultural Labourer ?

Given the environmental process described thus far by which skills in agriculture were
developed, the question can be raised as to whether it really involved any trends and
is therefore worth subjecting to historical analysis. One view might be that farm
workers were simply born and raised in a rural setting from generation to generation,

and that even though growing up in a rural environment did influence the skills they

%John Burnett, David Vincent, and David Myall, The Autobiography of the
Working Class. An Annotated Critical Bibliography vol. 1 (New York: New York
University Press, 1984).

%Jean Robin, Elmdon: Continuity and Change in north-west Essex village 1861-
1964 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), pp.75-79.
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developed, the process was so uniform and constant over time, that it is of little
interest to economic historians nor varied enough to shed much light on the process
of skill development. However, existing accounts of the English agricultural labourer
do in fact suggest trends in skill development subject to the influences that have been

outlined above.

Some accounts of early modern English agriculture suggest a process of division of
labour and consequent emergence of specialized skilled agricultural labour with the
process of enclosure and formation of large farms making use of hired agricultural
workers. Thus according to Everitt:
with the progress of commercial farming and regional specialization in
husbandry, agricultural tasks themselves became more highly
specialized, and in large farms the number of specialist labourers was
sometimes remarkable.®’
Everitt emphasizes the importance of the presence of a farm of sufficient size to
support full-time specialist skilled workers. For this purpose he contrasts arable and
field areas where this was possible with forest and grazing areas where such specialist
skills were less likely to emerge. He suggests that when specialist skills were possible

full-time a process of transmission from generation to generation emerged:

’Everitt’s entire passage states "The work of labourer on the farm was not only
characterized by variety, however, but by an increasing tendency for certain men to
specialize in particular tasks. Many of the tasks so far mentioned, and much of the
work allotted in particular to women and children, such as stone-gathering, weeding,
rush-cutting, treading hay, and picking apples required little skill. On small yeoman-
farms, moreover, only one or two labourers were employed and there was little scope
or necessity for division of labour. But there were numerous farm-tasks, such as
ploughing, shepherding, and dairywork, that were highly technical arts requiring
careful training, and were undertaken by certain expert men and women only. Skills
of this kind did not, of course, originate in this period..." See Alan Everitt, "Farm
Labourers," p.197.
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In many fielden parishes, with their emphasis on arable husbandry, the
supply of work was relatively abundant and farms were large enough to
employ a sizeable labour force; ...sons, sisters, daughters, and brothers
evidently worked side by side; as their children grew up, they were
taken to work each morning by their fathers, and gradually trained up,
over the years, to follow in their footsteps as ploughmen or shepherds.
In parishes like these, labourers could afford to stick to the particular
farm-crafts in which they had been trained; certain arts became
traditional in certain families, and a kind of rigid pattern or hierarchy of
skills came into being. Many tasks on the farm acquired their own
peculiar customs and mystique; the farmer was careful to enquire into
a new employee’s "true knowledge in his art," and few labourers, for
their part, would have consented to divagate from their particular calling
and take up that of another man.”®

According to Everitt:

In forest areas, by contrast, labourers were compelled to be more

versatile and more adventurous. The influence of kinship and the

tendency for certain crafts to become traditional in certain families may

have been little less apparent; but the supply of work was less plentiful,

and the labourer was often forced to look for employment elsewhere.*
In contrast, Robert Allen has recently argued that the process of enclosure with the
displacement of yeoman farmers by farms relying on hired labour resulted in
deskilling. Allen argues that a much wider range of skills was required on the part
of the yeoman farmers than on hired farm servants. Allen points to the limited range
of skills expected of farm servants, and in particular notes the focus on ploughing.'®
One could question here whether Allen has given sufficient recognition to the skill
development involved in learning to plow. And the narrower range of skills of the

hired labourer compared with the yeoman could have been more than offset (and at

*8Everitt, "Farm Labourers," p. 198-99.

“Everitt, "Farm Labourers," p.199. On p. 200 Everitt qualifies the forest vs. field
contrast and warns against exaggerating it.

®Allen, Enclosure and the Yeoman, pp.219, 289.
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least in Everitt’s view were offset) by the possibly superior ability of the labourer over

the yeoman in the all important task of tillage.

Allen has also argued that by the late 18th century, the South midlands rural labor
market was characterized by labour surplus.'® This leads to the possibility that this
led to a situation by the mid-victorian period of a dualistic labour market with one
segment consisting of relatively skilled workers and another segment of more casual
workers lacking in skills. The situation of the "typical” agricultural labourer with
respect to skill mix and the distribution of skills across agricultural labourers would

not seem easy to ascertain.'”

Turning to the later Victorian era during the period of clear exodus from agriculture,
concerns were recurrendy raised alleging a deterioration in the quality of farm labour.
For example the following statements were made in Reports on the Agricultural
Labourer for the Royal Commission on Labour in the 1890’s:

It is very commonly said by employers that agricultural labourers are by
no means so skilful as they used to be.'®

It must be apparently be conceded that there is a general falling-off in
experience, arising from the fact that as the elder men, who are
generally as efficient as ever, drop off, there are few equally skilled
younger men to take their place.'™

Alfred D. Hall, in his turn of the century commentary on British agriculture stated:

There is very general complaint that the knowledge of the old crafts is
dying out; draining, ditching, brushing and laying a hedge, thatching etc.

""Allen, Enclosure and the Yeoman, chap. 12.

1%2For some hints on skill mix see Howlitt, "In the Sweat of Thy Face," and
Armstrong, "The Workfolk."

'%Parliamentary Papers 1893-94 vol. 37 Pt. 1I-1 [C.6894-XXV], p.44.
ibid., p.44.
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are nowadays in the hands of quite old men, and no successors are in
sight...'”

Hunt has warned that contemporary commentators may well have made exaggerated
claims of declining labor quality reflecting little more than grumbling and nostalgic
fondness for an imagined golden age. As Hunt notes, the recurrent nature of such
claims makes them especially suspect.'® Nevertheless, it is of interest to consider
the reasons given for the putative deterioration of labour skills.

Some accounts ascribe declining agricultural worker skills to the late age of starting
to work and a lack of training and supervision provided by farmers and parents. Thus
Reports on the Agricultural Labourer for the Royal Commission on Labour contain
the following statements:

Mr. Chapman goes on to point out that skill can only be acquired by
early training, and the age at which boys now begin to work and the
inability or unwillingness of the farmer to train them as apprentices
increases the effect produced by the division of labour which he had
spoken of before....'"

Labourers, as a rule, considered that the efficiency of labour had not
deteriorated, but admitted that the younger hands did not learn special
crafts as their fathers before them did.'*®

One land agent testified before the 1867 Commission on Women and Children in

Agriculture that:

that farm labourers are not so skilful as formerly from the absence of
long training in farm service, where they were taught every kind of
labour required on a farm.'®

'%Hall, Pilgrimage of British Farming. Cited in Agrarian History of England and
Wales, vol. VIII, p.63.

%See E.H. Hunt, "Labour Productivity in English Agriculture, 1850-1914,"
Economic History Review n.s. Vol. 20. no. 2 (August, 1967), p.281.

197Parliamentary Papers 1893-94 vol. 37. Pt. I1.-1 [C.6894-XXV], p.43.
8hid., p.44.
1%Pparliamentary Papers 1867-68 vol. 17 [C.4068], p.57.
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According to Wilson Fox’s assessment at the turn of the century:

The modern labourers are not trained to farm work from early
childhood. In former times they frequently did piecework at 8 or 9
years of age under their fathers’ eyes, while many lads were brought up
in the farm houses and taught every branch of farm labour under the
farmer’s supervision.''’

The decline in skill was sometimes associated with the narrowing of skills, the decline
in the "all-around" labourer, and this decline in turns was associated by some with an
increased division of labour. Thus it was stated in the Reports on the Agricultural

Labourer for the Royal Commission on Labour:

It is very commonly said by employers that agricultural labourers are by
no means so skilful as they used to be. This is due to the fact that the
all-round sort of man who can lay a hedge, hatch a rick, make a drain,
and shear sheep is becoming a thing of the past. There is no doubt of
this fact, but it does not necessarily imply that labourers have lost their
efficiency for the work which they are asked to do...The principle of the
division of labour upon large farms has been so generally adopted that
each man becomes accustomed to a particular kind of work, and has
little chance of learning work of another sort. Skilled work in some
districts is quite as well now as ever it was, but not so often by the
ordinary staff of the farm. On the other hand, the use of machinery has
called forth a fresh kind of intelligence, and it is probably true to say
that the labourers are more skilful now in the use of machines and less
skilful in the use of hand tools than they were...""

Two general factors were mentioned as responsible for the deterioration of labour
skills. One factor was increased mechanization, as noted in the passage just cited. The

same report went on to state:

It is true that machinery has superseded much of the old skilled work,
and also true that many young men show great aptitude in learning the

""" A. Wilson Fox, "Agricultural Wages in England and Wales during the Last
Half Century," Journal of the Royal Statistical Society vol. 66 (1903), reprinted in
W.E. Minchinton ed. Essays in Agrarian History vol. II (Newton Abbot: David &
Charles, 1968), pp.169-70.

""Parliamentary Papers 1893-94 vol. 37. Pt. IL.-1 [C.6894-XXV], p.43.
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management of it; but such things as thatching, hedge slashing or laying,
drain laying, mowing, shearing, are in many parts becoming almost lost
arts.'?

According to Wilson Fox’s account of contemporary views:

And where is the old-fashioned all-round man, the older farmers ask,
who could mow, thatch, make ditches and fences? Gone, is the reply,
because machinery does some of his work; gone, because the thatching
is largely gone, and because barbed wire takes the place of fences.'"

The other factor is that since agriculture was a declining sector, not only were the
more able workers attracted to other occupations and to cities and towns but also that
the workers who stayed behind showed less interest than previously in learning
agricultural tasks. Thus according to statements made for the Report on the

Agricultural Labourer for the Royal Commission on Labour:

It is probably true that less interest in their work, less anxiety to do it
well for the sake of having it perfect, is evidenced by all, both old and
young; but there is an absolute inferiority in the case of many of the
younger hands, due not only to this lack of interest, but to a vague
restlessness which makes them uncertain of adhering to field work in
any form, and therefore disinclined to take the trouble of acquiring any
of the special arts connected with it."*

The general opinion of the farmers is that the men do not work so
efficiently as formerly. Some attribute this to the fact that the best of
the young men have left the district, while others say that men have
ceased to take any real interest in their work. Mr. Clark’s farm bailiff
at Swaffham, told me that very few of the younger men can plough,
and, that, when their old hands leave them, he could not conceive how
they were to be replaced.'”

"ibid., p.44.
"BWilson Fox, "Agricultural Wages," pp.169-70.
"“parliamentary Papers 1893-94 vol.37 Pt. I1.-1 [C.6894-XXV], p.44.

Sibid., p.67, B-I1,par.11.
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You can hardly get a young man to plough. They don’t try and they
don’t care to learn."®

And according to Wilson Fox:

It is certainly the case that many of the most enterprising of the

labourers are finding employment on the railways, in the police force,

and in other occupations.
As already noted, these claims of deteriorating worker skill development warrant a
certain degree of scepticism. The problem is how to get some purchase on actually
measuring any deterioration. One measure that has been considered is the trend in the
age distribution of agricultural workers. The age distribution would provide
information on claims that prime age workers had been differentially migrated out of
agriculture leaving an increasingly disproportionate number of very old and possibly
very young workers. The Census did make comparisons of the age distribution of
agricultural labourers between 1871 and 1891 and found little change in the age
distribution. However, Armstrong has argued that this understates the problem on the
grounds that selective migration out of agriculture was already under way by the
1850s. He proposes "lateral" comparisons of the age distribution in agricultural
occupations (Agricultural labourers, farm servants, shepherds) with that of the English
labor force generally in 1891. He finds that the agricultural labor force did consist
disproportionately of those over 55 and under age 20."” (Armstrong, p.502).

under 20-34 25-34 | 35-44 | 45-54 | over
20 55
Agr. labor force 28.0 11.9 16.8 12.7 | 11.9 18.6
Remainder of Eng. 19.8 13.9 23.6 18.1 [12.9 11.7
male occ. pop.
% of A over B +41.4 -143 |-28.8 | -29.8 | -7.7 H58.9

From Armstrong, "The Workfolk™ Table 35.3. p.502

Sibid., p.86.
""Armstrong, "The Workfolk," pp.501-502.
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Finally, in evaluating the view that cumulative life experience in a rural environment
influenced worker skills, it is of interest to note that commentators on late nineteenth
century American agriculture noted differences in skills and capabilities between

workers native to a district and migrants.'"®

An Environmental Perspective on Human Skill Development

An environmental approach to human resource development points to the breadth of
ways in which skills can be developed through life experiences. In contrast a human
capital approach regards the human agent as a black box to which something is done
to enhance capabilities, whether attending school, accumulate work experience or go
through on the job training. The focus of a human capital perspective is on inputs of
one sort or another and consequent outputs. An environmental approach considers
more directly the way in which cognitive characteristics of the human agent would
change by considering directly the interaction of such characteristics with the
environment. Given the range of situations in which skills were likely to have been
acquired historically outside of formal schooling or apprenticeship situations, it may
be useful to give greater heed to Adam Smith’s claim that "the understandings of the

greater part of men are necessarily formed by their ordinary employments."'"

8See Jean Ann Scarpaci, ltalian Immigrants in Louisiana’s Sugar Parishes:
Recruitment, Labor Conditions, and Community Relations, 1880-1910 (New York:
Amo Press, 1980), pp.123-129; and Appendix C - American Farm Labor. The
Industrial Commission: -- Agriculture,p.89.

Smith, Wealth of Nations, vol. 2, p.302.
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