Lecture 8                                The Agricultural Revolution
P           

                  Part One:

I- The Open Field System:
         In 1750 most farmland was cultivated under the open field system. Crops were grown on strips of land in huge field which surrounded each village. Every landowner had strips scattered all around the field .But most villagers did not own any land. They were either tenant farmers who rented strips from the landowners or labourers who worked on other people's land. 
        Each year, wheat was grown in one of the great fields and barley or oats in another. A third field was always left fallow for a year to allow the soil to recover. Another area of land was always left uncultivated. This was the common land, where the villagers who had common rights' could graze their animals. This open field system wasted land .The fallow field was the most obvious waste. But many of the landowners thought that the common land was wasted too. Time was also wasted farmers had to keep taking their tools, animals and seeds from one strip to another. The livestock also suffered. All of the animals mixed on the common land. So diseases spread and the best animals interbred with the worst. The open field system lasted for centuries, but things changed. 
      The population of Britain trebled between 1750 and 1850 from about 7 million to about 21 million. This meant more people needing food. The price of farm products started to go up. There were big profits to be made by any farmers who could produce more, so some of them began to want to change the open field system.
II-Enclosures
           In villages where there were only a small number of landowners, they sometimes got together and swapped strips so that each owner's land was brought together into a large unit. Each owner could then enclose his land with hedges into several small fields and farm it separately. This was called voluntary enclosure. These farmers were able to make more profit than others. Sometimes the landowners couldn't agree. In these cases, if the owners of 80% of the land asked parliament, they could get a law passed to force enclosure on the rest of the village. This was called parliamentary enclosure. In these cases, the law would usually include the common land in the land divided among the landowners. All those who lost common rights would get a share of land to compensate them. Parliament enclosures became more and more common after 1750. There were 4000 Acts passed between 1750 and 1810, enclosing over 5 million acres.          

III- The Effects of the enclosures:
    Enclosure Acts were expensive. Fees had to be paid to solicitors and surveyors, and then new hedges, paths and roads had to be built. The cost of all this was paid by the landowners. This was fine for the large landowners, but some of the small landowners, called yeomen farmers, could not afford it and had to sell their land to pay their costs. Before enclosure, many landowners rented out most of their land in small units to tenant farmers. But after enclosure, most landowners wanted fewer tenants renting larger farms. Some of the tenant farmers had to take jobs as farm labourers. Farm labourers sometimes had cause to complain too. The common land had been a valuable source of free firewood, fruit, as well as a place to graze their chicken or pigs. Enclosure often divided up the common land among the landowners. Any tiny plot which the labourers got as compensation was nothing compared with what they had lost.
   The long term effects of enclosures benefited most people, because they allowed farmers to adopt many new methods which were more efficient .The open field system had meant that all farmers had to agree about the way in which the great fields were cultivated. Because everyone shared the land, there was no room for variation. But with the enclosed fields farmers could use their initiative to introduce any new methods they wanted to experiment with.

Part Two:

           King George III had shown such a great interest in the agricultural improvements taking place in England that he was known as "Farmer George." He had much to be proud of; his countrymen were at the forefront of creating changes in the way the land was farmed and livestock raised that would dramatically change the face of agriculture, an undertaking that had for so long been traditionally conservative and opposed to change.

      In 1600 a book entitled "Theatre d' agriculture des champs" had been published in France by Huguento Oliver de Serres recommending revolutionary changes in crop growing methods. It had been mainly ignored by all, but there were some in England who took notice. There, land enclosures had been taking place steadily since the dissolution of monasteries under Henry VIII, with the great barons amassing huge swathes of the best agricultural lands when the King sold them off. Massive numbers of peasants and small owners were displaced.

      A riot against enclosures in Elizabeth's reign was severely dealt with, and the enclosures continued apace. Notorious winter weather continued to plague a system that was reluctant to introduce major changes except to increase the amount of land available for the raising of sheep and cattle. Potatoes had been planted in the German states as early as early as 1621 though much of Europe remained in fear of the tubers spreading leprosy but their food value was too great to be ignored.

         By 1631, potato production in Europe was so great that a population explosion ensued. In England, population growth had been more or less increasing at the same slow rate for hundreds of years, but began a rapid rise in the 18th century. It was simply a matter of the nation being better fed. Land enclosures may have been protested against vigorously by the peasantry, but, they did result in better management, allowed for selective breeding of stock and experiments with fertilization and machinery that produced better crops.

      In 1701 Jethro Tull's seed-planting drill had enormously increased crop production and lessened waste. Tull had studied farming methods on the continent and was not reluctant to introduce them into England. In 1733, he invented the two-wheeled plough and the four-coulter plough, both of which strenuously resisted at first by his laborers, had a great impact on future methods of cultivation.
        Another great pioneer was "Turnip" Townsend, Secretary of State under George III and Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. Townsend also studied foreign methods of land use and introduced the practice of crop rotation into England, using turnips and clover to revitalize land left fallow and to provide winter food for livestock, whose manure in turn fertilized his fields. Townsend was followed by Thomas Coke who worked on the principle "No fodder, no beasts: no beasts, no manure: no manure, no crops." At 
Holkham, Coke continually worked on ways to improve crop yield, contributing greatly to better breeds of both cattle and sheep.

         It is to Robert Bakewell, however, that most of England's outstanding success in producing better breeds of sheep and cattle is to be attributed. Bakewell pioneered in the methods of selection and the secret of breeding, including breeding the new Leicester sheep. Farm animals became fatter, hardier and healthier. Britain became a meat-eating nation, but also enjoyed better and more reliable supplies of bread and vegetables.

      Even as early as 1707, England was enjoying the fruits of its explorations and settlements in India. The opening of Fortnum and Mason s in London that year attests to the increased demand for foreign delicacies English farmers having produced sufficient basic necessities. In particular, farmers had realized that beef and mutton would be more profitable than powers of draught and quantities of wool. In the latter part of the century, Arthur Young's tenure as Secretary of the Board of Agriculture ensured that the new farming methods were accepted throughout the nation (though it took many years for English farmers to utilize the iron plow, developed in 1784 by James Small).

     In 1786, Scotsman Andrew Meilde developed the first successful threshing machine. In addition, following the publication of Lady Montagu's "Inoculation against Smallpox" in 1718 and after the work of Edward Jenner in 1790's, the killing disease began to be eliminated in England. Hand in hand with the vast improvements in agriculture and medicine, an industrial revolution was taking place that would also change the world forever.
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