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Abstract 
 

At the outbreak of the First World War, British agriculture was in economic depression due 
to the ‘laissez-faire’ trading system of successive governments, resulting in cheap imports 
from larger producers flooding the market. The war highlighted Britain’s reliance on 
imports as food security was pushed to its limits through the unrestricted submarine 
warfare initiated by Germany early in 1917. The British government passed the Corn 
Production Act and the Food Production Policy to aid Britain’s food security by increasing 
arable production at the expense of livestock. These policies became central to all 
government interaction with the industry from providing substitute resources, labour 
substitution, and government owned machinery to enforcing the cultivation of land to help 
increase arable production. However, different areas of the nation fared better than other 
under the wartime policies. 

By using a wide range of sources from multiple archives and building upon other historians' 
work, this study provides evidence that the wartime industry was far more complex than 
the national picture leads historians to believe. Regional differences, from geological 
conditions to the nature of farming practices in those areas all affected how they 
experienced the war. Local farming communities also displayed impressive organisational 
ability in their largely successful application of government policy. This study also 
highlights how the war was not the only reason for the change seen throughout this period 
but intensified the natural trends the industry faced at the time. 

 

 



 4  
 

  
 

 

Contents Table 

 

Abstract ................................................................................................................... 3 

Contents Table ......................................................................................................... 4 

List of Tables ............................................................................................................ 5 

Introduction ............................................................................................................. 6 

Chapter One - Arable Farming ................................................................................ 13 

Chapter Two – Livestock Sector .............................................................................. 40 

Chapter Three - Supplies and Machinery ................................................................ 60 

Chapter Four - Labour ............................................................................................. 79 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................. 95 

Bibliography ........................................................................................................... 98 

 

 



 5  
 

  
 

 

List of Tables 

Table 1.1: Target acreage for the county of Glamorgan broken into Districts. 

Graph 1.1: Results of the objection hearing over the ploughing-up of grassland in the 

Welton District in October 1917. 

Table 1.2: The total appeal cases, acreage, landowners, and tenant in each village parish 

involved in the October 1917 hearing in the Welton District. 

Graph 1.2: The amount of arable land in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 

1914 and 1918. 

Graph 1.3: The production of wheat in five districts of South Yorkshire between 1905 and 

1925. 

Graph 1.4: The amount of land growing wheat in sixteen counties across England and 

Wales in 1914 and 1918. 

Graph 1.5: The crop returns of wheat, barley, potatoes, and hay in the district of Hatfield 

between 1905 and 1925. 

Graph 2.1: Cattle numbers in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 1914 and 

1918. 

Table 2.1: The dairy herd size and milk production (gallons) in the first full week of January 

and June by the Hainton Hall farm between 1911 and 1921. 

Graph 2.2: The number of cows insured with Bassingham Cow Club between 1910 and 

1922. 

Graph 2.3: The number of sheep in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 1914 and 

1918. 



 6  
 

  
 

Table 2.2: Mountain and heathland (in acres) available for grazing livestock in sixteen 

counties across England and Wales in 1914 and 1918. 

Graph 2.4: The number of pigs in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 1914 and 

1918. 

Table 2.3: Outbreaks of various diseases between 1912 and 1915. 

Table 2.4: The number of animals infected by various diseases in England and Wales 

between 1912 and 1915. 

Graph 2.5: Hay returns from five parishes in South Yorkshire between 1905 and 1925. 

Graph 3.1: The number of horses in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 1914 

and 1918. 

Table 3.1: Ownership of threshing machines in the county of Glamorgan on the 2nd of 

August 1918. 

Graph 3.2: The price of a full set of horseshoes in Norfolk between 1917 and 1920. 

 

 

 



 6  
 

  
 

 

Introduction 

In 1914, Britain was one of the leading nations in the agricultural industry worldwide for 

livestock and machinery. Numerous British breeds and British made machines were being 

exported across the world each year to the empire and beyond.1 However, the industry at 

home was small due to an economic depression that had started in the 1870s and by 1914 

it was in a dire state. This was the result of a free trade system that had led to an increase 

in imports and urbanisation within Britain. The home industry also lacked the modern 

machinery that it was exporting, with the horse still being the most dominant power on the 

farm. Steam engines had been used to work the land for seventy years before the outbreak 

of the war but had yet to improve enough to surpass the horse. The modern combustion 

engine tractor was new and seen as a novelty for the larger estates due to the upkeep 

costs.2  

In the early years of the 20th century, the livestock sector and mixed farming practices 

dominated in British agriculture. More farmers turned away from arable farming (the most 

efficient provider of calories) due to the market being flooded by cheap imported arable 

products from the empire and other large producers. The shift in farming practices also 

saw substantial amounts of arable land change to grassland for grazing or livestock feed 

purposes during the period. By 1913, land under arable production had fallen to 41.6% of 

the total agricultural land (19.5 million acres) compared to the 51.3% (24 million acres) 

there was in 1872.3  

By the start of 1914, imports made up 60% of Britain’s food consumption, leaving the 

British industry supplying less than half of what was needed to feed the nation annually.4 

However, the imports varied between products, for example, 90% of the wheat consumed 

 
1 Brown, Jonathan, Farming in Lincolnshire, 1850 – 1945, (The Lincolnshire History Committee, Lincoln, 
2005), pp: 159-160. 
2 Vince, John, Vintage Farm Machines, (Shire Publications Ltd, Buckinghamshire, 1973), p: 5. 
3 Barnett, L. Margaret, British Food Policy during the First World War, (Routledge, Abingdon, 1985), p: 3. 
4 Dewey, Peter, British Agriculture in the First World War, (Routledge, Abingdon1989), p: 4. 
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in Britain came from overseas. In comparison, beef and mutton imports only made up 40% 

of what was consumed annually in Britain.5 Along with needing less labour, bans on 

importing live animals into Britain, and cheap feed options, the livestock sector was not as 

badly hit as the arable sector during the depression.6  

British agriculture had a comparatively miniscule workforce with only 11% of the total 

workforce being involved in the industry on the outbreak the First World War due to many 

workers turning to other industries for better wages and working conditions. In 

comparison, the French industry made up 44% of its workforce and the German making up 

35% of its workforce at the time.7 However, similar pattens of decline in the industry were 

felt across Europe during the late Victorian period, with many countries, including 

Germany, seeing an increase in their imports.8 Overall, the British agricultural industry was 

not in the position to feed the nation in 1914 due to its reliance on imports and lack of 

modern machinery. It therefore raises the question: how did the British government 

reverse the weaknesses and change the structure of the industry to stop the nation from 

running out of food during the war? 

The first two years of the war brought little change to the industry as the government saw 

little need to intervene despite individual calls for change. The Royal Navy was able to keep 

shipping routes open as well as finding new trade links for products that could no longer be 

imported from Germany and her allies. The British government advised farmers to increase 

arable production and to slaughter livestock early, but no policy was enacted until the start 

of 1917.9 Between the worldwide poor harvest in 1916 and the Germans increasing their U-

boat campaign in a concerted effort to starve Britain out of the war, the government finally 

intervened in the industry.10 The 1917 Food Production Policy and the Corn Production Act 

 
5 Strachan, Hew, The British Home Front and the First World War, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
2023), pp: 203-205. 
6 Perren, Richard, Agriculture in Depression, 1870 – 1940, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1995), 
pp: 27-28. 
7 Offer, Avner, The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation, (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1989), p: 1. 
8 Winter, Jay, Cambridge History of World War One, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2013), pp: 384-
390. 
9 Cooper, Glynis, Glossop in the Great War, (Pen & Sword Books Ltd, Barnsley, 2015), p: 10. 
10 Winter, (2013), pp: 391-392. 
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brought forth multiple changes and challenges for British farming. For historians such as 

Peter Dewey, Richard Perren, and Jay Winter, the British agrarian policies were effective in 

reviving agricultural production in Britain, in what was also the most interventionist policy 

of any country during the war.11 The main part of these policies was intended to increase 

arable food production, to feed the nation, and enhance the ability to enforce the 

cultivation of land.  

On a national level, British agriculture appeared to fare well under the later years of the 

wartime environment due to less competition with imports, rent restrictions, and the 

guaranteed prices of crops allowing farmers to gain high profits. However, as will be 

explored in this thesis, many counties struggled to increase cultivation and some even saw 

their arable land decrease over the war rather than the intended increase. The lack of 

machinery, supplies, and labour also provided problems for the government’s policies to 

increase cultivation. While the government found ways to combat these shortages, 

numbers never reached the amount needed to expand arable land to the desired level, and 

Britain never fully moved away from imported food. On the county level, various parts of 

the nation fared better than others from the policies. Counties such as Lincolnshire, which 

already had large areas of arable land, did better with the policies and government 

intervention compared to others.12 However, places like Westmorland which had a lot 

more upland farming and deep history of sheep farming struggled with arable farming due 

to the harsh winters the county experienced.13 

In 1915, the Board of Agriculture set up the County War Agricultural Committees to 

communicate between the Board of Agriculture and farmers in the counties.14 The 

committees also relayed information back to the national government on what was 

happening in the counties and where resources were needed. As Hew Strachan put it: 

 
11 Ibid, pp: 391-392. 
12 Brown, (2005), pp: 185-187. 
13 Crowe, Hilary, ‘Profitable Ploughing of the Uplands? The Food Production Campaign in the First World War’ 
in the British Agricultural History Review, Vol.55.2, (2007), pp: 205-228. 
14 Dewey, (1989), p: 26. 
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“agriculture was too [organisationally] complex to be managed from London.”15 The 

committees were able also to deal with any problems, supplies or labour shortages that 

arose as well as deal with cases of exemptions and appeals in the county. Under the Food 

Production Policy and the Corn Production Act of 1917, the County Agricultural Executive 

Committees (often a subcommittee to the already established County War Agricultural 

Committees) had the ability to remove uncooperative tenants and seize land, machinery, 

and livestock that was considered vital to increasing food production.16 

Historians such as Glynis Cooper and Hilary Crowe have argued that the Corn Production 

Act and other policies passed surrounding agriculture during the war were detrimental to 

livestock farmers due to the emphasis on increasing the arable supply, and livestock 

numbers dropped as a result.17 Crowe takes their argument further by suggesting sheep 

were a casualty of the war, with numbers falling by 25.4% between 1916 and 1920.18 This 

suggests that sectors of the industry were not as strong and resilient in the war as the 

national picture leads historians to believe. 

The current histography on agriculture during the First World War is limited, with very few 

in-depth studies on the industry in the war years. The leading and most widely known study 

into the British industry during the war was produced by Peter Dewey in 1989. His study 

British Agriculture During the First World War focuses on the industry in an economic and 

political point of view, examining the industry on a national level.19 Avner Offer’s study The 

First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation also offers an insight into the British agricultural 

situation through the war by comparing it to the German industry.20 Other historians, place 

the 1914 to 1918 period as simply a few years in a longer period in Britain’s agricultural 

history. Richard Perren, for example, argues the war was a mere blip in the longer 

depression the industry faced between the 1870s and the 1940s.21 Studies from the likes of 

 
15 Strachan, (2023), p: 211. 
16 Dewey, (1989), pp: 171-173. 
17 Cooper, (2010); Crowe, (2007). 
18 Crowe, (2007), pp: 205-228. 
19 Dewey, (1989). 
20 Offer, (1989). 
21 Perren, (1995). 
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Nick Baldwin (2010) and Arthur Ingram (1987) focus on a particular part of agriculture and 

the changes it faced through the 19th and 20th century.22 On the other side, local studies 

such as those done by Johnathan Brown (2005) and Bonnie White (2010) into various areas 

of Britain have highlighted differences between the counties during the period.23 However, 

there has been little research into the differences between the national and county 

experience of the industry during the war with the same depth as Dewey’s 1989 work. 

Additionally, much of the work since Dewey's study has referenced his work and agreed 

with his opinions that the wartime policies saw limited success and failed to lift the 

industry out of its depression after the war. This has left little debate on the topic, most of 

which centred around how successful the Food Production Policy and Corn Production Act 

was in increasing the food production. This study touches on this debate in the terms of 

arable production but will differ from previous work by examining how the wartime 

policies’ success varied across parts of Britain rather than the country as a whole. It will 

also discuss the impact of any external factors the industry experienced during the war as 

to whether the wartime policies were the main reason for the changes seen in the industry 

or whether there were natural changes happening that the war just intensified.  

The study will use a wide range of sources from various archives in England and Wales. The 

use of the National Archives for sources from the government departments including 

reports and data from the Board of Agriculture’s annual returns on acreage of crops and 

livestock. This will be used to highlight how the national government believed the industry 

was doing at the time as well as showing the information the Country War Agricultural 

Committees were relaying to it. The data from the annual returns include 16 counties from 

across England and Wales in June 1914 and 1918. These counties vary in their location, 

geology, and involvement in the agricultural industry at the time and therefore should 

portray various parts of the industry. Overall, they should highlight any potential 

differences that may have occurred in different regions as well as where the industry was 

 
22 Baldwin, Nick, Tractors, 1880s to 1980s, (Shire Publications, New York, 2010); Ingram, Arthur, Dairying 
Bygones, (Shire Publications ltd, Risborough, 1987). 
23 Brown, (2005); White, Bonnie, ‘Feeding the War Effort: Devon in World War One, 1914-1918', in the 
Agricultural History Review, Vol. 58 (2010). 
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at the start and at the end of war for these counties. Likewise, the use of various local 

newspapers from across the nation will be used in this study to highlight any issues faced 

in different areas of Britain. 

Several local archives were also used in this study, all of which portray differences within 

the counties as well as sources from individual farm records. Records from the City of 

Doncaster Archives show crop returns from multiple parishes in South Yorkshire over a 25-

year period, which highlight how the crop harvests each year had natural differences. 

Sources from this archive also provide hay returns from several parts of South Yorkshire 

and how the crop was continued to be produced in South Yorkshire through the war. The 

Devonshire Collection (Chatsworth Estate) Archives produced letters and minutes for both 

the estate and for the Bakewell District War Agricultural Committee. The Glamorgan 

Archives provided minute books for several of the county’s Subcommittees of the County 

War Agricultural Committee. Together these sources highlight how the committees dealt 

with issues from what land should be ploughed up, labour shortages, and supplies in 

seeds and fertiliser. Archival records at Gressen Hall Farm & Workhouse Museum in 

Norfolk brings forth a collection of farm receipts and sale catalogues. Sources from the 

Lincolnshire County Council Archives show minute books from various pig/cattle clubs, 

The North Lindsey Branch of the National Farmers Union, and the Lindsey War Agricultural 

Committee as well as individual farm records and sheep sales. The Yorkshire Farming 

Museum Archives also provide records from individual farms in North Yorkshire. Overall, 

the methodology used in this study enables an insight in how individual counties and 

farmers were doing during the wartime economy. The Archival records used shall show 

how Britain coped at a national and county level as well as provided evidence of why the 

national picture fails to capture the reality of farming in different counties. 

 

The chapters in this study will follow four different thematical sectors that influenced how 

the industry fared during the war. Chapter one will consider the arable sector and how the 

British government introduced the Corn Production Act and the Food Production Policy in 
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1917 to increase the home-grown production. It will explore whether the policies were 

successful across the nation or if some counties saw a better results than others. Chapter 

two will concentrate on the livestock sector, in which many historians have agreed 

suffered during the war due to the focus of increasing arable land. The chapter will explore 

whether the wartime policies were the sole reason for the national decrease in livestock 

during the period and whether various parts of the sector fared better than others. Chapter 

three will explore machinery and supplies and how the lack of modern machines and 

imports caused problems when trying to increase cultivation. It will investigate the 

government’s solutions for the lack of supplies and modern machinery was connected to 

wanting the wartime policies to succeed. Chapter four follows the problems and solutions 

surrounding labour in the agricultural industry, such as how farmers in the counties took to 

different groups of potential labour as well as other issues relating to it. 

Each chapter follows their theme through the chronological progression of the war and into 

the 1920s, showing how the industry moved forward through the war and continued into 

peace time. The chapters will show how the national and local pictures varied across parts 

of Britain and will also examine if the war was the main reason for the changes seen within 

the industry. Overall, this study will prove how the intervention by the government was 

successful in its immediate aim to keep the country fed during the war but had limited 

success on increasing the arable land in all counties. The policies were solely aimed to 

ensure food security with no long-term commitment to repair a struggling industry. 
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Chapter One - Arable Farming  

The agricultural industry in Britain had been in a depression since the 1870s. During this 

time, many farmers turned to livestock or mixed farming due to rising competition with 

cheap imports and labour shortages in the arable sector. Consequently, substantial 

amounts of arable land were turned to grassland for grazing or animal feed purposes 

during this time.1  By 1914, over 60% of the agricultural land in Britain was used for 

permanent, temporary, or rotational grass.2  At the same time, Britain relied on imports to 

make up 60% of the total food supply for the nation each year.3 This leaves historians to 

question how Britain was able to increase its home-grown production to feed itself during 

the war when its arable sector was shrinking with the decades long recession. 

This chapter will investigate how the British government increased the nation’s arable 

production through a series of policies and committees. It will also explore whether these 

policies were successful in increasing the arable land across Britain or whether some 

areas did better than others. The chapter analyses agricultural crop returns from several 

counties and districts across Britain as well as minute books and reports from the County 

War Agricultural Committees. It will also use crop returns to explore whether the war had 

ended the depression for the arable sector or if it merely halted the decline due to the 

wartime economy.  

 

On the outbreak of the war, the British government believed that between the Navy being 

able to keep shipping lanes open for imports and the good harvest that year (which 

produced five months of food) there was no reason to introduce any specific wartime 

 
1 Perren, Richard, Agriculture in Depression, 1870-1940, (Cambridge university Press, Cambridge, 1995), pp: 
14-15. 
2 Dewey, Peter, British Agriculture in the First World War, (Routledge, Abingdon, 1989), p: 11. 
3 Ibid, p: 4. 
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policy measures relating to the industry.4 The following two years saw no policies 

surrounding food production introduced despite calls for change from individuals within 

the government itself. However, the Board of Agriculture recommended farmers increase 

their arable production and to consider ploughing up grassland to increase cultivation 

during the first few years of the war. The board particularly encouraged farmers to increase 

the production of cereals, such as wheat due to it making up a substantial percentage of 

the population’s diet.5 However, it was left to the individual farmer on whether they 

followed the Board’s guidance or not.6 Many farmers at the time took advantage of the 

market being less competitive to increase their arable farming without the need of 

government advice. This suggests that individuals within the industry were ahead of 

government in terms of insight in the market at the start of the war. 

Wheat made up 90% of the total grain consumption in Britain annually by 1914.7 However, 

at the same time British grown wheat made up less than a quarter of the total wheat 

consumed across the nation.8 This would explain why there was a heavy focus on 

increasing the wheat and other grain production over vegetable production throughout the 

war. Historian, Peter Dewey argues that the British government’s focus on cereal 

production over the production of vegetables was the main reason Britain was the only 

nation to take “effective steps” in food production policy during the war.9 In addition, the 

Board of Agriculture created the Food Production Committee in 1915 (with Lord Milner as 

Chairman) to enquire about increasing food production at home. The committee created 

the Milner Report that same year, which was used to try to persuade the House of Lords for 

the need to provide an interventionist policy to increase cultivation.10 The report included 

evidence found across farms from England, Scotland, and Ireland and listed the potential 

 
4 White, Bonnie, ‘Feeding the War Effort: Devon in World War One, 1914-1918’ in the Agricultural History 
Review, Vol. 58 (2010), p: 96. 
5 Dewey, (1989), p: 23 
6 Ibid, p: 23-24. 
7 Perren, (1995), p: 10. 
8 Orwin, Christobel, Whetham, Edith, History of British Agriculture, 1846-1914, (Longmans, Greens & Co Ltd, 
London, 1964) p: 341. 
9 Perren, (1995), pp: 34-35. 
10 Dewey, (1989), pp: 24-26. 
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reasons why increasing home production would be necessary, including the risk of poor 

harvests and potential German blockades. The Milner report also provided evidence to 

suggest that land used for growing crops could feed more people per acre than if it were 

used for livestock. The report suggested that 100 acres of arable land could feed 208 

people compared to 40 per year if the 100 acres were used as grassland to feed sheep or 

cattle.11 Overall, the report came two years too soon and the government brushed aside 

the concerns surrounding food security. However, the report laid the groundworks for the 

Food Production Policy and Corn Production Act that came into force two years after.  

 

The only thing that directly came out of the 1915 Milner Report was the establishment of 

the County War Agricultural Committees.12 The County War Agricultural Committees and 

the County Agricultural Executive Committees (established in 1917) oversaw their 

individual counties as well as the distribution of labour and supplies in the county. The 

committees were also responsible for reporting back to the Board of Agriculture about any 

issues and problems that arose within the county. Overall, these Committees were 

established to be a form of communication between the Board of Agriculture and the 

farmers in the counties and to aid farmers when needed.13 They represented everyone 

involved in the industry and therefore was made up of people from various parts of 

industry. Despite efforts made by the Board of Agriculture to make sure these committees 

were not biased toward wealthy landowners, they were often dominated by councillors, 

landowners, and farmers over other sectors of the industry.14  

 

At the end of 1916, Britain found itself in the position of potentially running out of food after 

a poor harvest worldwide saw imports fall.15 The nation had also seen its total acreage of 

 
11 Ibid, p: 92. 
12 Ibid, p: 26. 
13 Ibid, pp: 26-27. 
14 Ibid, p: 27. 
15 Offer, Avner, The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation, (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1989), p: 29. 
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wheat fall by 12% compared to 1915 with its own bad harvest. The British government 

finally acted by passing Regulation 2L of the Defence of the Realm Act on the 5th of 

December 1916, which allowed the Board of Agriculture to access any unoccupied land for 

cultivation.16 This was shortly followed by Regulation 2M - the Food Production Policy - on 

the 10th of January 1917, which saw power be given to the Board of Agriculture to enforce 

the cultivation of land and the guarantee of prices for grain.17 However, these prices were 

below the inflated wartime market to be used as an incentive for farmers to grow more 

arable crops. 

The situation of food security worsened in February 1917, when Germany announced 

unrestricted submarine warfare with the hope of starving Britain out of the war.18 German 

experts at the time calculated that Britain would lose 114,300 tons of wheat through the 

sinkage of ships and would run out of wheat within three months. These calculations 

proved an underestimate with Britain losing 629,862 tons of wheat through destroyed ships 

in the first six months of the campaign.19 

In August 1917, the government passed the Corn Production Act. This encompassed the 

same policies as the Food Production policy as well as introduced minimum wages for 

workers and rent restrictions for tenants. However, the Corn Production Act’s version of 

controlled cultivation did not come into force till the summer of 1918, meanwhile it was 

still carried out under the Food Production Policy and the Defence of the Realm Act.20 The 

main difference between the two cultivation clauses in these policies was that under The 

Defence of the Realm version landowners were allowed to evict tenants that cultivated 

land under the policy if it went against the tenancy agreement. The Corn Production Act, on 

the other hand, included a rule that landowners could not evict tenants for cultivating land 

 
16 Barnett, L. Margaret, British Food Policy During the First World War, (Routledge, Abingdon, 1985), p: 197. 
17 Dewey, (1989), pp: 92-93. 
18 Appleby, Catrina, Cocroft, Wayne, Schofield, John, The Home Front in Britain 1914-18: an Archaeological 
Handbook, (Council for British Archaeology, York, 2015), p: 75. 
19 Winter, Jay, Cambridge History of World War One, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2013), p: 486. 
20 Dewey, (1989), pp: 93-95. 
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against the tenancy agreement. However, both policies allowed landlords to evict tenants 

that did not follow the policies and rules around cultivation.21  

Under both the Food Production Policy and the Corn Production Act, farmers had to plough 

up any land that had been laid to grass since 1875 as well as any temporary grassland. This 

became known as the Ploughing-up Campaign. The Board of Agriculture set each county 

an individual target of how much land was to be ploughed up and cultivated. This meant 

counties that had primarily been grassland for livestock before the depression had smaller 

targets to meet due to them having less temporary grassland compared to others that had 

seen an increase at the end of the 19th century. Between 1917 and 1918, the Board of 

Agriculture enforced the ploughing up of four million acres of grassland across Britain. 

However, the scheme varied in success across the nation as it will be seen later in the 

chapter. Many counties did not reach the original quotas set by the Board while other 

counties such as Lancashire and the East Riding of Yorkshire exceeded their targets.22 This 

proves that different areas in Britain saw varying results under the Ploughing-up Campaign 

in the later years of the war with some areas doing particularly well.                         

Historians who have studied the agricultural policies during the war have debated the 

impact and success of the Corn Production Act and the Ploughing-up Campaign had on 

agriculture during the time. Historians such as Jonathan Brown and Peter Dewey believe 

that it had limited impact on the industry due to it starting too late in the war to be fully 

established and rolled out to see its true success. Brown backs his argument up by 

pointing out that crop returns in Lincolnshire only saw a slight increase between 1915 and 

1918.23 However, as it will be seen later in this study, it was probably more likely down to a 

mixture of lack of supplies and labour as well as external factors that determined how 

successful the policies were across Britain and in the individual counties. 

 
21 Ibid, pp: 94-96. 
22 Sheail, John, ‘Land Improvement and Reclamation: The Experience of the First World War in England and 
Wales’ in the Agricultural History Review, Vol: 24.3, (1976), p: 122. 
23 Brown, Jonathan, Farming in Lincolnshire, 1850-1945, (the Lincolnshire History Committee, Lincoln, 2005), 
p: 186. 
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It was left up to the individual County War Agricultural Committees and County Agricultural 

Executive Committees on how the county was going to reach their target for the Ploughing-

up Campaign. The Lindsey (Lincolnshire) County Agricultural Executive Committee 

decided that all land that had been turned to grassland in 1915 would be broken up for 

cultivation. Despite this, the committee saw its original target of 90,000 acres drop to 

65,000 acres in April 1917.24 Elsewhere, the Glamorgan County War Agricultural 

Committee agreed that all holdings in the county with over ten acres of land would be 

considered for the ploughing up to reach the county’s original quota of 33,825 acres.25 The 

Glamorgan Committee looked at all land types even including the polo grounds set just 

outside Whitchurch and the land surrounding St Donets Castle for potential cultivation.26 

In May 1917, the committee split up its quota to its District Committees with targets for 

each district to meet.27 However, in the June, the Board of Agriculture had to reduce the 

county’s quota to 27,000 acres after the committee reported it was struggling to reach the 

original target.28  In September 1918, the Survey Subcommittee of the Glamorgan County 

War Agricultural Committee declared the county needed a further 10,500 acres to be 

ploughed up for the 1919 harvest. The table below shows the target acreage for each 

District Committee in Glamorgan to plough up in 1917 and 1918.  

 

 

 

 
24 Executive Committee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Report by C.W. Tindall (Chairman), 31st of 
March 1918, Held at the Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
25 Executive Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 3rd May 1917, Held 
at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/2/1). 
26 Ibid, 26th November 1917, (GC/WG/2/1). 
27 Ibid, 3rd May 1917, (GC/WG/2/1). 
28 Ibid, 19th June 1917, (GC/WG/2/1). 
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Table 1.1: Target acreage for the county of Glamorgan broken into districts.29 

District 1917 1918 
Barry 3,500 950 

Bridgend 5,500 1,350 
Caerphilly 1,500 400 

Cardiff 3,500 1,100 
Cowbridge 4,650 1,400 

Gower 3,600 1,100 
Llangynwyd 725 400 

Llantwit Major 1,500 1,100 
Margam 1,450 650 

Neath 2,000 400 
Pontypridd 1,500 400 
Swansea 2,400 400 

Swansea Valley 2,000 400 
 

Table 1.1 presents a nice example of how the County War Agricultural Committees broke 

up the target set by the Board of Agriculture within the county. Furthermore, it highlights 

the chain of communication from the Board of Agriculture through the County and District 

Committees to the farmers. The table clearly shows how various parts of the county were 

faced with substantial amounts of land to plough up for the county to reach the target. By 

splitting the acreage into districts, it breaks down the total amount of acreage into sizable 

parts for the District Committees to oversee. This would have been useful for the larger 

counties to do, as the people on the District Committees would be potentially more 

familiar with the farmers and the land in the area than the people on the County 

Committee. They would also have also been more likely to know what land in the area 

would be best to plough-up and cultivate.  

Table 1.1 further suggests that the amount of grassland to be ploughed up in Glamorgan 

was split unevenly across the county in both years. It also shows that just because a 

district had a large target in 1917, it did not mean it received the same request in 1918. This 

could be for a number or reasons, for example the amount of agricultural land in each 

 
29 Ibid, 3rd May 1917, (GC/WG/2/1); Survey Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, 
Minutes Book, 27th September 1918, Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/3/4). 
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district would have varied across the county with some areas being more urbanised than 

others. Furthermore, the amount of land ploughed up in 1917 may have affected the 

amount that was required to plough up in 1918. For example, did Llantwit Major plough up 

a large percentage of its 1917 requirement and then had to find a further 1,100 acres a year 

later, or did the later request cover land that should have been ploughed up in 1917 but 

had not been done? The 1918 requirement highlights how the government did not think the 

war was going to end in November 1918, and therefore a continuation of the ploughing-up 

policy for the next year’s harvest (1919) was rational, as the Board of Agriculture was 

predicting that the nation would still be relying on home grown produce. 

 

The Ploughing-up Campaign was met by mixed opinions from farmers across the nation as 

they received orders to plough-up land.30 Farmers were able to appeal against the 

ploughing up of their land with their local Executive Subcommittee of the County War 

Agricultural Committee or through their County Agricultural Executive Committee.31 They 

had to appeal for each individual field that had been requested to be ploughed up; 

meaning one farmer might put forward several cases for land belonging to the same farm. 

The Committee would read each appeal and send out a member of the Inspection 

Subcommittee to inspect the land before deciding whether to approve the appeal. 

Approval of an appeal would allow the field to stay as grassland. If the committee could 

not come to a decision, the land could be reinspected before deciding at the next 

hearing.32 The Committee could also request part of the field to be ploughed up or in some 

cases allowed the farmer to substitute different land to be ploughed up instead if it made 

up the same amount of acreage to the one presented in the appeal case.33 

 
30 Dewey, (1989), p: 175. 
31 Ibid, pp: 98-99. 
32 Executive Committee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Report by C.W. Tindall (Chairman), 31st of 
March 1918, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
33 Executive Subcommittee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, October 1917, Held at 
the Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
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By September 1917, the Executive Subcommittee in Glamorgan had received 585 appeals 

for the ploughing up of grassland in the county.34 Elsewhere, the Cheshire Committee 

received only 15 appeals from farmers despite ordering the ploughing-up of 9000 fields.35 

The Lindsey Committee had seen over 25,000 acres inspected and ploughed up in the 

county, with over 1,600 appeals granted by February 1918.36 The graph below shows the 

outcome of the 127 appeal cases in the Welton District of the Lindsey Executive 

Subcommittee in Lincolnshire addressed in October 1917.  

 
34 Executive Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 3rd September 
1917, Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/2/1). 
35 Dewey, (1989), p: 175. 
36 Executive Committee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Report by C.W. Tindall (Chairman), 31st of 
March 1918, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
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Graph 1.1: Results of the objection hearing over the ploughing-up of grassland in the 

Welton District in October 1917.

 

Graph 1.1 highlights how different village parishes saw different amounts of land go up for 

appeal against ploughing it up for cultivation. Furthermore, it shows that the decisions 
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made by the Lindsey Executive Subcommittee was fairly balanced, with 34.45% of all 

acreage approved to stay as grassland, 32.26% was reinspected and 33.29% requested to 

be ploughed up. Dewey argues that the Lindsey committee was more sympathetic to 

appeals compared to other counties such as Lancashire and Hereford that approved very 

few appeals.37 This suggests that there was variation between the county committees 

when it came to the dealing with appeals over the ploughing-up of fields. It could also 

explain why some counties were able to expand their arable land more than others due to 

leniency regarding appeals. 

Table 1.2 below shows the number of cases regarding to the ploughing-up of fields in each 

village parish in the Welton District of the Lindsey County War Agricultural Committee in 

Lincolnshire from October 1917. It shows the total acreage under appeal as well as the 

number of landowners and tenant farmers that were affected in each parish. Where there 

is no tenant, it meant the owner was also running the farm relating to the case, likewise 

there could be multiple tenants under the same landowner.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
37 Dewey, (1989), p: 175. 



 24  
 

  
 

Table 1.2: The total appeal cases, acreage, landowners, and tenants in each village 

parish involved in the October 1917 hearing in the Welton District.38   

Village Parish Number of Cases Total Acreage Landowners Tenants 
Bardney 16 161 8 7 
Barling 1 10 1 0 

Brattleby 2 20 1 1 
Burton 2 28 1 2 

Cammeringham 3 49 1 0 
Carlton (North) 1 34 1 1 
Carlton (South) 2 14 1 1 

Cherry Willingham 8 112 2 2 
Dunholme 4 30 4 3 

Faldingworth 4 74 2 4 
East Firsby 1 17 1 1 
Fiskerton 11 90 3 7 
Fulnetby 3 56 2 1 
Goltho 2 24 2 2 

Greetwell 1 23 1 1 
Hackthorn 2 46 2 0 

Holton Beckering 1 32 1 1 
Ingham 2 21 2 2 

Nettleham 5 62 4 2 
Newbolt 1 20 1 0 

Normandy by Spital 1 8 1 1 
Owmby 3 23 2 2 

Reepham 11 69 5 7 
Scampton 5 137 1 2 
Scothern 6 43 4 3 
Snarford 2 20 2 1 
Snelland 1 9 1 1 

Spridlington 10 94 4 4 
Stainton 2 30 2 1 

Sudbrooke 3 26 1 2 
Welton 7 75 5 3 

Wickenby 4 96 1 3 
Total 127 1553 70 68 

 

 
38 Executive Subcommittee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, October 1917, Held at 
the Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
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Table 1.2 gives a nice example of the how much acreage was affected by only 127 cases as 

well as how many tenants and landowners were affected by the ploughing-up campaign, 

while Graph 1.1 presents a good visual of the outcome to these cases. Table 1.2 also 

supports the arguments surrounding Table 1.1, as parishes saw different amounts of 

appeals be put in against the ploughing-up of fields. 

Landowners and tenants could be counted in multiple parishes, for example the 

agricultural land surrounding the villages of Burton, North Carlton, and South Carlton were 

all part of the same estate owned by the family of Lord Monson.39 The cases of Burton, 

North Carlton, and South Carlton are also interesting as they had their objections 

approved, or in the cases in South Carlton were given the choice of substituting different 

fields of the same acreage to be ploughed up instead. These examples suggest there may 

have been some bias towards the Monson estate in the committee, despite the 

precautions put in place by the Board of Agriculture to prevent such influence in decision 

making.40 Likewise, this sort of influence in the committees could also be seen elsewhere, 

including in Derbyshire where the Duke of Devonshire (owner of Chatsworth, Hardwick, 

and Staveley & Chesterfield Estates in Derbyshire as well as multiple other estates across 

the British Isles) was on the Bakewell District War Agricultural Committee.41 Although there 

are examples of wealthy landowners on the County War Agricultural Committees, there is 

evidence to suggest that this was not the case in all areas in Britain. However, it does 

indicate that certain appeals may have been approved due to the influence from the 

interests of the people on the committees rather than whether the land was suitable for 

arable production. 

Looking at both Graph 1.1 and Table 1.2 side by side, we can also note the differences in 

how they show historical data. Graph 1.1 provides data on how much land in the Welton 

District won or lost appeals. However, it fails to show how many cases there were, and the 

 
39 Ibid, October 1917, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
40 Dewey, (1989), pp: 171-172. 
41 Bakewell District War Agricultural Committee, Letter to the Duke of Devonshire, 25th of November 1915, 
Held at the Devonshire Collection (Chatsworth Estate) Archives, (DE/CH/2/1/82). 
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number of farmers affected. Table 1.2, on the other hand, shows the number of cases and 

how many people were affected in the area but not the results from the hearing. By looking 

at them together, it portrays a clear image of how parishes in the district had different 

amounts of field appeals against the order to be ploughed up under the wartime policies. It 

also indicates that just because one parish saw a large amount of acreage put forward, it 

did not mean there were several cases or people affected due to different size fields. 

The type of soil the field had may also have affected the outcome of the appeal as many of 

the County Agricultural Executive Committees were reluctant to work on heavier soils.42 

For example, the outcome of the cases in the parish of Scampton in Graph 1.1 could be 

evidence of this as all the land that was exempt from being ploughed up was part of 

Tillbridge Farm. The farm itself sits upon a belt of heavy clay that would have been hard to 

plough up with steam or motor engines.43 It therefore could have been argued that it was 

not feasible to plough up and cultivate due to potential difficulties doing so. 

Historian, Jonathan Brown argues that only 2.5% of the total grazing land from before the 

war (9800 acres) from all the estates in Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, Rutland, and the 

Soke of Peterborough was still grassland in 1918.44 Brown also states that the total acreage 

of permanent pasture had fallen by 8.6% in 1918 compared to 1914 across these estates, 

with one estate reported to have ploughed up 1000 acres during 1917 alone.45  

In Derbyshire, Lord Howard (a major landowner in the county) offered to pay half the cost 

of ploughing up grassland for his tenants at the start of 1917.46 Elsewhere in Derbyshire, in 

January 1917, dairy farmers in the Glossop district offered 100 acres of grassland to be 

ploughed up for crops, whilst Isaac Jackson (owner of Hawkshead cotton mill in Glossop) 

offered to pay for the district’s share of seed potatoes.47 These examples from Derbyshire 

suggest that some farmers and landowners were more accepting of the policies than 

 
42 Dewey, (1989), p: 208. 
43 Bonnett, Harold, Farming with Steam, (Shire Publications, Aylesbury, 1974), pp: 14-15. 
44 Brown, (2005), p: 187. 
45 Ibid, p: 187. 
46 Cooper, Glynis, Glossop in the Great War, (Pen & Sword Books Ltd, Barnsley, 2015), p: 65. 
47 Ibid, p: 54-57. 
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others. These examples from the East Midlands along with the appeal hearing from the 

Welton District supports the idea that the Ploughing-up Campaign was greeted with mixed 

views from those in the industry. Many farmers had already been increasing their arable 

land due to the drop in the market and wartime inflation to prices. For these farmers, the 

government policies were more likely to encourage them to expand further with the safety 

of guarantee of prices if the market did turn suddenly. It could be argued those that were 

more cautious about expanding arable production were more likely to be livestock and 

upland farmers as well as those on unsuitable soil types for arable production as there was 

more risk for crop failure and less knowledge of the sector. 

The amount of land used for arable farming increased over the war period through the 

Ploughing-up Campaign as well as farmers generally taking up growing more crops with the 

potential for better profits due to the decrease in imports. However, this increase was not 

seen across all the counties, in fact some saw huge drops in their arable land over the war. 

The graph below presents sixteen counties’ arable land from the Board of Agriculture’s 

annual crops and livestock returns from the 4th of June in 1914 and 1918. The data from 

1914 was taken just before the war broke out. It therefore represents the value of the 

nation at peacetime during the agricultural depression, while the 1918 data shows a year 

after the Food Production Policy and Corn Production Act was introduced and was at its 

peak of being imposed.  
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Graph 1.2: The amount of arable land in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 

1914 and 1918.48 

 

The graph clearly shows many counties failed to increase their arable land with eleven of 

the sixteen experiencing a drop in their arable land. Overall, there was a 1.72% decrease in 

arable land across the sixteen counties represented in Graph 1.2. Nationally, Britain saw a 

9.33% increase in the same period.49 

The counties of Denbighshire and Northumberland saw the most noticeable decrease over 

the war with Denbighshire’s arable land dropping by 193,571 acres and Northumberland 

experiencing an even bigger drop with 511,310 acres lost. Yet, both counties saw increases 

in their livestock numbers over the war as it will be seen in chapter 2. Rutland, meanwhile, 

kept a similar amount of arable land, with the county only seeing a slight increase of 

 
48 Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and Predecessors: Statistics Division: Parish Summaries of 
Agricultural Returns, Held at the National Archives, (MAF 68). 
49 Middleton, T.S, Food Production in Wartime, (London, 1923), pp: 312-315. 
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228.75 acres between 1914 and 1918. The biggest increases in arable land over the war in 

these sixteen counties was seen by Norfolk and Warwickshire. Warwickshire saw the 

biggest increase out of the two with 398,021 acres of arable land added to the county’s 

1914 figure. Norfolk saw an increase of 210,787 acres. Lincolnshire also saw a respectable 

increase in arable land during the period, with 107,516.75 more acres in 1918 compared to 

1914. It could be argued that Lincolnshire already had a vast amount more arable land 

compared to any of the other counties presented in the Graph 1.2 in 1914 even compared 

to others’ 1918 records. Because of this, it could be argued that the county did not have as 

much temporary grassland that could be ploughed up compared to other counties and 

hence not seeing a bigger increase.  

At the end of the 19th century, work on draining the fens picked up (with the invention of 

steam powered machinery) to increase agricultural land in Lincolnshire and Norfolk. The 

newly drained area of land would be very fertile and flat, making it suitable land for growing 

crops. It is therefore sensible to assume this impacted the two counties’ arable land 

increase during the war as the drained land would be favourable for arable production. 

Consequently, Lincolnshire and Norfolk would have experienced an increase in arable land 

with or without the government’s policies during the war due to the increase in fertile land 

available in the counties.  

Graph 1.2 presents how the counties all experienced different changes through the war 

period. Even the counties that had large areas of arable land before the war, they saw 

different changes between themselves. Smaller counties or counties with less temporary 

grassland would have received smaller targets to plough up and cultivate from the Board of 

Agriculture compared to the larger counties. However, this would still suggest they 

experienced an increase in their arable land and not the decline that was seen across 

many of the counties in Graph 1.2. 

Historian, Glynis Cooper, argues that many farmers in higher locations expanded their 

sheep flocks after experiencing poor harvests in 1917, in hopes to compensate their 
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loses.50 Consequently, this would have meant farmers in those areas would have been 

reluctant to expand their arable land further after 1917 and in most cases increased their 

grazing land to feed more livestock. This could explain why counties such as those in the 

north of England (Westmorland and Northumberland) and the Welsh counties of Anglesey 

and Denbighshire saw a drop in their arable land in 1918 compared to 1914. Despite the 

government’s ploughing-up policies and reassurance of price guarantee for harvested 

grain, the deep-rooted history of sheep farming in these counties was more economically 

viable for the farmers even during the war. However, Cooper’s argument fails to explain 

why low-lying counties such as Huntingdonshire and Middlesex also saw a decrease in 

their arable land. 

Overall, Graph 1.2 shows how the Ploughing-up Campaign did not work in all the counties 

across England and Wales. It also highlights how the national picture regarding changes in 

the amount of arable land does not represent every county’s experience. Furthermore, it 

suggests that increasing arable land was not always what was best for the agricultural 

environment in each county, which led to the huge variation of results for the policies 

across different regions in England and Wales. 

  

Crop returns varied between each county as well as between individual districts within the 

counties. This is highlighted clearly in the two graphs below. Graph 1.3 shows the wheat 

production from five districts in South Yorkshire between 1905 and 1925, whilst Graph 1.4 

shows the acreage of wheat produced in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 

1914 and 1918.  

 
50 Cooper, (2015), p: 68. 
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Graph 1.3: The production of wheat in five districts of South Yorkshire Between 1905 

and 1925.51 

 

Graph 1.3 clearly demonstrates how areas within a county saw different production levels 

for wheat over a 20-year period surrounding the First Word War. It also highlights how the 

production of the crop varied each year in all five districts. As expected, 1918 saw a peak in 

wheat production in most of the districts displayed in the graph, whereas the 1920s saw 

production begin to decrease. In some districts, the post war years experienced worse 

harvests in terms of production compared to the 1905 harvest. 

The differing production levels in each district would have been affected by location and 

the amount of agricultural land available. For example, the Doncaster District would have 

been more urban compared to Hatfield and therefore would have had less arable land to 

grow wheat on. Furthermore, Graph 1.3 highlights how the increase in wheat production 

was not one smooth line as the war progressed but rather a sudden increase in 1917 and 

1918 once the Food Production Policy and Corn Production Act were introduced and 

 
51 Ministry of Agriculture, Crop Books for South Yorkshire, Held at the Doncaster Archives, (DYDAW/19/2-4). 
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established. It further supports the idea that the 1914 harvest was successful as many 

historians have previously argued. 

Overall, wheat production in these five districts saw a 22.92% increase between the 1914 

and the 1918 production figures. However, the wheat production fell in the 20-year period 

presented in Graph 1.3 by 21.46%. This suggests that the war and the government polices 

did not have a long-term impact on the wheat production in these districts. It also backs 

the argument that the policies were more to do with the wartime environment rather than 

the industry itself due to the fall back to pre-war levels of production in the 1920s. 

Graph 1.4: The amount of land growing wheat in sixteen counties across England and 

Wales in 1914 and 1918.52  

 

 
52 Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and Predecessors: Statistics Division: Parish Summaries of 
Agricultural Returns, Held at the National Archives, (MAF 68). 
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Graph 1.4 presents the land used for wheat production in the same sixteen counties as 

those in Graph 1.2. It clearly shows there was an increase in wheat in all sixteen counties; 

however, the increase is inconsistent across the counties. The county of Middlesex saw 

the most significant increase in acreage under wheat with 16,234 more acres being used 

for wheat production in 1918 compared to 1914 despite its drop in arable land. 

Warwickshire also saw a significant increase of 14,893.25 acres of wheat, while the 

counties of Westmorland and Anglesey saw much smaller increases in comparison 

(604.75 and 1060.5 more acres). Furthermore, Lincolnshire itself only saw an increase of 

3,534 more acres of wheat despite the county seeing an increase of 72,784 acres of arable 

land in the same period. This being less than Flintshire’s increase of 4,548 acres of wheat 

which also saw a decrease of 1,535 acres of arable land. This clearly highlights that just 

because counties had seen either a decrease or increase in the amount arable land it had, 

it did not mean their wheat production followed the same pattern. Furthermore, comparing 

Graph 1.2 and Graph 1.4 together it implies that while many counties represented in the 

graphs had seen a decline in their arable land, they had changed what crops they were 

growing to grow more wheat, which was deemed more valuable than other crops. This was 

probably influenced by the Corn Production Act as it allowed the County War Agricultural 

Committees to control what fields were cultivated with. In most cases, it was wheat or 

other grains due to the high consumption in the nation.53  

In various parts of Britain, the Board of Agriculture advised the production of vegetables 

rather than cereal due to the climate or soil type not being suitable for grain production. 

For example, the Glossop district in Derbyshire had acidic soil types in which produced 

weak grain harvests, but was suitable for root vegetables production, hence the area saw 

an increase their vegetable production rather than grains and cereals.54 Likewise, 

Lincolnshire saw its land under potato production increase by 21,467 acres in 1918 

compared to 1914, while the county’s production of barley, sugar beet, and oats fell below 

 
53 Perren, (1995), p: 10. 
54 Cooper, (2015), p: 13. 
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its 1914 acreage.55 Therefore, as mentioned earlier in the chapter, it could be implied that 

parts of Lincolnshire saw similar soil conditions to Glossop and consequently were 

encouraged to grow vegetables over cereal in those areas, and for that reason, the 

increase in wheat production in correlation to its increase in arable land is not there.  

Together, Graph 1.3 and Graph 1.4 highlight how harvests varied each year due to external 

factors influencing the wheat production and it was not as simple as planting more acres 

of the crop. This is nicely demonstrated in Graph 1.3 with the annual differences in 

harvests, while Graph 1.4 displays how various parts of England and Wales faired at the 

start and end of the war. Graph 1.3 can be used to suggest how productive the wheat 

harvest was in each year. From this, it is clear the 1914 wheat harvest ok and the 1918 

harvest was good. By knowing this, it makes the data shown in Graph 1.4 more reliable in 

the sense that the two years were not impacted by unusual external factors such as harsh 

winters and droughts. 

By exploring the crop returns from the five districts in South Yorkshire further, it can display 

the range of crops grown in South Yorkshire and how the First World War affected the 

production of these crops. The graph below shows four different crops that were grown in 

the district of Hatfield between 1905 and 1925.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
55 Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and Predecessors: Statistics Division: Parish Summaries of 
Agricultural Returns, Held at the National Archives, (MAF 68). 
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Graph 1.5: The crop returns of wheat, barley, potatoes, and hay in the district of 

Hatfield between 1905 and 1925.56 
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Graph 1.5, like Graph 1.3, shows how the harvest varied annually. It can expand this by 

showing different crops yields together, indicating that one year might have been better 

growing conditions for one thing compared to another. For instance, 1910 appeared to be a 

strong year for barley, however the potato production seemed to suffer. Likewise, the 1915 

hay return could potentially be put down to poor weather and growing conditions rather 

than an intentional drop in its production that year. This is based on the fact other crops 

seemed to have a drop in production and hay returns in 1916, and 1917 was on a similar 

level to the 1913 and 1914 yields.  

Graph 1.5 also highlights how during the war certain crops were favoured more than others 

in the area. This can be seen in the wheat and potato harvest, which appear to stay at a 

similar level of production through the war, but the barley production declines throughout. 

The production of hay in the graph reveals that there was still a demand to produce animal 

feed throughout the war in the area surrounding Hatfield. Hay was only used to feed 

livestock and horses, with no direct human consumption, it is a good indicator of any 

changes in livestock numbers in the area as farmers would be more likely to decrease their 

hay production if the demand for livestock feed were dropping. It is therefore interesting to 

see that the hay production in the district of Hatfield was larger than the other crops in 

Graph 1.5 throughout the 20-year span except for 1918 and 1919, which was the height of 

the Corn Production Act. As it will be explored further in Chapter two, the demand in 

animal feed should have dropped as the war went on as livestock numbers declined as 

farmers swapped to arable farming. Therefore, the fact that hay was still being produced in 

a substantial quantity in Hatfield suggest the area saw no reduction in livestock feed 

despite the government pushing for grain production.   

  

In his study on Lincolnshire farming, Brown stated that: “Peace in 1918 was followed by an 

immediate return of the ploughed-up land to pasture.”57 However, from the data used in 

 
56 Ministry of Agriculture, Crop Books for South Yorkshire, Held at the Doncaster Archives, (DYDAW/19/2-4). 
57 Brown, (2005), p: 208. 
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this chapter regarding both Hatfield’s crop returns and Glamorgan’s demand for more land 

to be cultivated for the 1919 harvest, it would suggest that there was no immediate 

reversal of the ploughed-up land back to grassland on a national level. In fact, the crop 

returns seen in this chapter seem to suggest that 1919 and 1920 harvests were both strong 

in Britain and it was only towards the middle of the 1920s that a decrease in arable 

production could be seen. Unlike Brown, Perren argued that many British farmers were still 

benefiting from poor harvests abroad and the lack of European competition in the initial 

few years following the end of the war.58 Brown furthers his line of argument by stating that 

land in Lincolnshire used for pasture was 40,000 acres greater in 1925 than in 1914. This 

could suggest that, as in the war, agriculture in different counties advanced into the post-

war economy at different rates. Moreover, Lincolnshire entered the war as one of the 

leading counties in agriculture and was ahead of many counties in terms of the amount of 

arable land the county had.  

The Agricultural Act of 1920 was the result of three reports conducted by the Royal 

Commission in the previous year. It replaced the 1917 Corn Production Act in the 

guarantee of prices for wheat and oats in hopes that some of the grassland that was 

ploughed up during the war would remain cultivated. However, the harvest of 1921 saw 

grain imports from various parts of the British Empire flood the home market causing 

prices to fall once again.59 Along with growing unemployment and a decline in tax across 

the nation, the government abandoned the act in August 1922.60 The industry felt the 

impact of the loss of government protection and by 1925 the industry nationally was 

already moving back to its pre-war condition. However, as this chapter has already 

demonstrated, the national picture of the arable sector and what was happening in the 

individual counties are two different things. It could very easily be that a large agricultural 

county such as Lincolnshire felt the impact of a weakened market and loss of protection 

later than other counties in Britain.  

 
58 Perren, (1995), pp: 37-39. 
59 Ibid, p: 38. 
60 Ibid, p: 39. 
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To summarise, on a national level the arable sector benefited during the First World War 

due to the lack of competition with imports and the government protection that was 

brought in via the wartime policies. However, different counties faired under the policies 

differently depending on external factors such as soil type and location. 

The government’s reluctance to impose any policies on the industry at the start of the war 

allowed farmers to choose whether to take advantage of the market to increase their 

arable production or to keep to their pre-war practices. When the government finally 

imposed policies in 1917 it was due to the fear of being starved out the war over saving an 

industry in trouble. The policies focused on increasing arable land for the production of 

grain at the cost of livestock and grassland. However, through appeals and poor harvests 

in upland areas, not all counties saw the intended increase in arable land. The Food 

Production Policy and the Corn Production Act both saw limited success nationally as 

original targets were quickly reduced in many counties. As expected, some counties did 

better than others in increasing their arable production, while others struggled despite help 

from their County War Agricultural Committee and the government.  

Many historians have argued the limited success was down to its late roll out in the war 

and that its true success is clearer in the Second World War where it was rolled out much 

earlier. Dewey puts forward the case that the Food Production Policy was largely 

successful in that it did create a large area of tillage that did increase the yield of home-

produced cereals.61 Dewey’s argument suggests that all counties saw an increase in their 

arable land even if it were only a small amount. However, the data explored within this 

chapter proves that success in increasing arable land significantly varies between 

counties. The research presented in this chapter also shows that the late enrolment of the 

policies was not the main cause of the policy’s success but rather regional factors such as 

altitude and harsher environment for arable production. There was also little correlation 

between the increase of arable land and the wheat production in the county, with many 

 
61 Dewey, (1989), p:209. 
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counties seeing a decrease in arable land but greater increases in wheat production 

compared to others, suggesting farmers were being more considerate in what they were 

growing on the land they had. 

Overall, the national picture fails to show how varied the counties experienced was to each 

other when faced with the task of increasing their arable production. Counties with a deep 

history in livestock farming fared worse under the wartime policies due to losing crops in 

harsh winters and having to expand herds again. Large agricultural counties such as 

Lincolnshire coped better under the wartime environment but still saw substantial 

amounts of appeals against the ploughing up of land and difficulties increasing their wheat 

production despite their vast amounts of arable land. 

 

 

 

 

 



 40  
 

  
 

 

Chapter Two – Livestock Sector 

In 1870, the nation only relied on imports to make up 14% of the meat consumption 

annually, meaning the livestock sector had a lot less competition with imports compared 

to the arable sector.1 Overall, the livestock sector did not struggle as badly during the 

depression due to it being hit later in the 1880s and having more restrictions surrounding 

the importation of live animals to prevent the spread of diseases.2  Unlike arable farming, 

livestock required less labour, with one acre of arable farming requiring nearly ten times 

more labour than the same amount of grassland.3 Dairy farmers were also more able to 

adapt to the changing market by swapping to sell fresh milk and butter instead of cheese. 

Due to this, many farmers across Britain had increased their livestock numbers during the 

agricultural depression to compensate for their losses, with counties such as Lancashire 

seeing a 33% increase in livestock farming at the start of the 20th century.4 

The 1917 Corn Production Act and the Food Production Policy both required farmers to 

increase their arable land at the cost of grassland. This left historians, such as Hilary 

Crowe and Peter Dewey, to argue that livestock numbers suffered during the war due to the 

policies put in place.5 Many have agreed that cattle faired the best during the war, however, 

historians have debated whether sheep or pigs came out the worst. Crowe argues that 

sheep were more popular option for farmers to cut down on when faced with ploughing up 

grassland.6 Dewey, on the other hand, believes pigs saw the greatest drop in numbers 

mainly due to poor breeding seasons and farmers butchering more animals for higher 

profits during meat shortages at the end of the war.7  

 
1 Perren, Richard, Agriculture in Depression, 1870 – 1940, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1995). p: 
3. 
2 Ibid, pp: 27-28. 
3 Ibid, pp: 30-35. 
4 Ibid, pp: 12-13. 
5 Dewey, Peter, British Agriculture in the First World War, (Routledge, Abingdon, 1989), pp: 213-215. 
6 Crowe, Hilary, ‘Profitable Ploughing of the Uplands? The Food Production Campaign in the First World War’ 
in the British Agricultural History Review, Vol.55.2, (2007), pp: 205-228. 
7 Dewey, (1989), p: 214. 
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In a meeting on the 7th of December 1918, the Butchery Subcommittee of South Yorkshire 

War Agricultural Committee believed that the British government did not do enough during 

the war to cut out foreign meat from being imported into the country.8 This suggests that 

imports and competition with foreign meat on the market were still happening during the 

war. This highlights that the 1917 German unrestricted submarine campaign and trade 

routes being affected, Britain was never fully cut off from imports, and it was never reliant 

on British reared livestock for consumption purposes. It also makes it more likely that the 

type and breed of livestock may have influenced farmers decisions when it came to cutting 

down numbers. Popular cattle breeds at the time, such as the Shorthorn or the Galloway, 

were dual-purpose breeds that were good for both the dairy and beef sectors.9 Therefore, 

they were more likely to be kept over a breed that was only good for meat purposes. 

Likewise, many farmers often chose to keep cattle over sheep when deciding on what to 

cut down on due to profit margins and upkeep requirements.10 This chapter will explore the 

cattle sector as well as the sheep and pig sectors by examining herd sizes, livestock 

returns, and government advice aimed at the industry.  

  

The cattle industry in Britain was split into two different sectors: the dairy industry and the 

beef industry at the start of the war. The dairy industry was the least likely part of the 

livestock sector to be impacted negatively by the policies placed on agriculture during the 

war due to the continued demand for milk and less competition from European milk 

supplies. However, this did not mean it all was well for the industry with many areas in the 

country, such as Derbyshire, facing milk shortages. Dairy farmers in Cheshire moved back 

to making cheese instead of butter due to higher profits, this ultimately increased the milk 

 
8 Butchery Subcommittee of the South Yorkshire War Agricultural Committee, Minute Book, 7th December 
1918, Held at the City of Doncaster Archives, (DY/CRS18/50). 
9 Ingram, Arthur, Dairying Bygones, (Shire Publications ltd, Risborough, 1987), p: 5. 
10 Crowe, (2007), pp:205-228. 
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shortages in the county.11 Elsewhere, the Cardiff and Swansea markets faced shortages in 

butter and cheese.12  

Nationally the number of cattle over the war had risen slightly from its pre-war figure, this 

included a slight decrease in numbers at the end of the war.13 Graph 2.1 (below) shows the 

cattle numbers in sixteen counties in 1914 and 1918 on the 4th of June as collected by the 

Board of Agriculture as part of the annual agricultural returns across England and Wales.  

Graph 2.1: Cattle numbers in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 1914 and 

1918.14  

 

 
11 Cooper, (2015) p: 43. 
12 Dobbs, Gary, Cardiff and the Valleys in the Great War, (Pen & Sword Books Ltd, Barnsley, 2015) pp: 106-
107. 
13 Barnett, L. Margaret, British Food Policy During the First World War, (Routledge, Abingdon, 1985), p: 188. 
14 Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and Predecessors: Statistics Division: Parish Summaries of 
Agricultural Returns, Held at the National Archives, (MAF 68). 
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Graph 2.1 demonstrates that among the sixteen counties represented, only four of the 

counties saw their cattle numbers decrease over the period while the other twelve saw 

their numbers increase. Overall, cattle numbers in these counties rose by 4.54%. Like 

Graph 1.2, the change in numbers varies between the counties. Interestingly Lincolnshire 

saw the biggest increase in cattle with 16,030 more cattle in 1918 than 1914 (6.59% 

increase). The county had also seen a significant increase in arable land in the same years. 

The county of Dorsetshire saw the biggest decrease in cattle (15.68% decrease) as well as 

a large drop in arable land, suggesting that the county had moved away from both the 

cattle and arable industries during the war. The data from these annual agricultural returns 

does not split cattle up for whether they were dairy or beef, therefore it is impossible to use 

these returns to see whether one part of the cattle industry was suffering more than the 

other in these counties. Consequently, this limits how accurately one can argue that how 

one side of the cattle industry did compared to the other. 

 

The British Dairy Farmers Association Council decided that the price of milk needed to be 

raised from the 1st of August 1917, with potential to rise again in the October.15 Dairy 

farmers in the Hexham District of Northumberland faced backlash after they raised the 

price of the milk from 4 pence to 5 pence per quart of a gallon in 1917 to cover growing 

costs. The farmers argued that the war had caused an increase in the cost and pointed out 

Newcastle dairy farmers were charging more in comparison.16 Despite the public 

complaints, the same farmers raised the price again to 7 pence in 1918.17  

The cattle sector fared differently across Britain with the number of cows going slightly 

above its pre-war figure nationally. However, many farmers had to reduce their cattle herds 

due to the loss in labour, increases in feed costs and shrinking profits.18 The small dairy 

 
15 Anon, ‘Price of Milk; Dairy Farmers and a Rise in Price’ in the Scotsman Newspaper, Sunday 14th of July 
1917. 
16 Tilley, Brain, Tynedale in the Great War, (Pen & Sword Books Ltd, Barnsley, 2015), pp: 91-93. 
17 Ibid, p: 119. 
18 Cooper, Glynis, Glossop in the Great War, (Pen and Sword Books Ltd, Barnsley, 2015) p: 47. 
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herd on Hainton estate in the Lincolnshire Wolds saw its herd size increase from 7 cows in 

June 1913 to 11 cows in June 1919. The milk production of the herd also increased during 

the war period.19 However, it is harder to gain an exact idea of how much it increased by 

due to the many factors that affect how much milk each cow produces.20 The milk 

production and the size of the herd can be seen in Table 2.1 below.  

Table 2.1: The dairy herd size and milk production (gallons) in the first full week of 

January and June by the Hainton Hall farm, between 1911 and 1921.21  

Year 
Cows in 
January 

Cows in 
June 

January milk 
production 

June milk 
production 

1911 7 5 114 111 
1912 7 7 106 162 
1913 7 7 128 163 
1914 7 6 144 138 
1915 5 7 98 190 
1916 6 9 116 230 
1917 7 10 113 186 
1918 11 10 132 214 
1919 10 11 118 228 
1920 9 8 122 187 
1921 6 7 84 182 

 

Overall, Table 2.1 provides a nice example of how much milk a small dairy herd were 

producing in both the summer and the winter months over a ten-year period. It shows how 

the herd was doing before, during, and after the war as it moved into the 1920s. The table 

clearly highlights how the number of cows does not directly correlate to the number of 

gallons of milk produced. For example, the June of 1916 saw 230 gallons of milk from 9 

cows, while the same week a year later only saw 186 gallons of milk produced from 10 

cows. 

 
19 Hainton Hall Farm Dairy Books, 1911-1924, Held at the Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (BRACE 
16/2/2-3). 
20 The weather, feed supply, health, and age can all affect the milk production of a cow. 
21 Hainton Hall Farm Dairy Books, 1911-1924, Held at the Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (BRACE 
16/2/2-3). 
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The time of year also affected the milk production of the herd. This would be down to 

factors such as the weather and nutrients in the feed affecting how much the cows were 

producing. For example, a cow on grass would be receiving more nutrients than one living 

in a barn over winter being fed hay or another type of grass substitute. Table 2.1 draws 

attention to the effect the time of year had on the herd’s milk production, with the same 

number of cows in milk creating different amounts, commonly producing more milk in the 

June compared to the January. The data for 1912 and 1913 shows this the clearest with the 

herd staying the same size in both months yet seeing the total gallons of milk differing by 

35 to 56 gallons between the two seasons. 

Table 2.1 also provides evidence that it was only in the last three years of the war the herd 

grew in number before shrinking again afterwards, with the herd reaching its pre-war size at 

the beginning of 1921. However, its milk production continued to stay at a much greater 

volume of gallons in the summer of 1921 compared to the pre 1916 data. This could be due 

to a few reasons from a change in practices around milking or the herd’s care to the 

weather conditions. 

 

Upon the outbreak of the First World War, Cow clubs were a common insurance scheme 

for cattle farmers across Britain. Farmers paid a membership fee in exchange for insurance 

against death of one of their animals. The Bassingham Cow Club in Lincolnshire saw a 

spike in the number of cattle being insured with the group at the start of the war. The graph 

below shows the number of cows insured with the club between 1910 and 1922. 
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Graph 2.2: The number of cows insured with the Bassingham Cow Club between 1910 

and 1922.22 

 

Graph 2.2 highlights that there was a drop in the number of cattle insured with the club in 

the years before the war before a spike in 1915, and then remaining stable for the rest of 

the war. This increase could be for many reasons; farmers were possibly more inclined to 

take out insurance for their animals as profit margins grew. Likewise, those already part of 

the club might have increased their herds, meaning they were registering more with the 

club. However, like the Hainton dairy herd, the club saw a decline in the number of cows 

insured the after the war had ended, with numbers dropping below its pre-war level by 

1920. This is significant as it suggests that the cattle industry in the area was faster to 

retreat to its pre-war self after 1918 compared to the arable industry. This was most likely 

due to the livestock market recovering quicker after the war and having no government 

protection.23 This meant the British livestock farmers faced competition with cheap 

imports sooner after the war as prices dropped for products, but their costs remained high 

due to the wartime inflation. However, the 1920s did not see a decline in cattle for all parts 

 
22 Bassingham Cow Club, Minutes, Accounts, and Members 1898-1952, Held at the Lincolnshire County 
Council Archives, (MISC DON 644). 
23 Perren, (1995), pp: 40-42. 
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of Britain, as the Berkshire Downs area saw its cattle numbers increase by 120% between 

1918 and 1928.24  

In December 1918, the Major Waldorf Astor’s Committee (which oversaw the production 

and distribution of milk) produced a report that showed the number of dairy cows in the 

United Kingdom had not increased proportionately with the increase of population since 

1871 (before the agricultural depression).25 The report stated that the amount of milk being 

imported into Britain had quadrupled in the same period. Historian, Richard Perren argued 

that British dairy farmers had adapted to the agricultural depression by swapping to selling 

fresh milk over cheese.26 It therefore can be argued that the population growth in Britain 

created a significant increase in the demand for dairy products if both imports and British 

farmers had increased their sales of them. 

The committee also found that the ratio of cows to human population and area of 

cultivated land was lower than other European countries at the time of the report.27 The 

committee reported that it was considering future developments and problems that could 

face the dairy industry. It stated that it had struggled with predicting the implication the 

Corn Production Act would have on milk production moving forward. It stayed optimistic 

that as long as the dairy farmer was not neglected by the government, there would be no 

reason for the Corn Production Act to have a negative impact on the industry. It further 

believed that the dairy and arable industries would become more competitive between 

each other, which had not been seen since the start of the depression in the 1870s. The 

committee hoped to be in a position where it could recommend measures to enable the 

dairy industry to be competitive and gain the developments it needed for the national 

interest.28 However, the 1920s brought an increase in competition for livestock farmers 

 
24 Tranter, R.B. ‘Agricultural adjustment on the Berkshire Downs during the recession of 1921-38’, in the 
Agricultural History Review, Vol. 60.2, (2012), pp:230-235. 
25 Anon, ‘The Milk Supply, Dairy Farmer, and the Lack of Labour’ in the Blackpool Times, 18th of December 
1918. 
26 Perren, (1995), pp: 12-13. 
27 Anon, ‘The Milk Supply, Dairy Farmer, and the Lack of Labour' in the Blackpool Times, 18th of December 
1918. 
28 Anon, ‘The Milk Supply, After War Problems' in the Blackpool Times, 18th of December 1918. 
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with imports in meat products raising by 44%, as well as a 59% increase in butter imports 

and 29% for cheese.29 By 1920, most cheese production was done in large commercial 

dairies, with the rural cheese production shrinking and done more to feed the local 

community instead of the wider population.30  

Overall, it is understandable why farmers started to reduce their cattle numbers after the 

war as the market began to grow more competitive, and farmers started see their profit 

margins shrink. In 1920, the arable sector was still protected by the British government, 

and its market had yet to drop from its wartime inflation.31 Consequently, it may have been 

a more appealing option for farmers to reduce cattle numbers in favour of arable 

production in 1920 compared to during the war when heightened profits were worth the 

increase in cost. It therefore implies that the First World War’s impact on the cattle 

industry was similar to the arable industry in that it was more prosperous during the 

wartime economy but inevitably fell back to its pre-war self once it had ended. 

  

Sheep are referred to as the “true victim” of the war according to Hilary Crowe in her study 

on upland farming in Westmorland during the war. She states that sheep flocks fell 

nationally by 25.4% between 1916 and 1920 as farmers cut down in favour of cattle and 

arable production.32  Her work also points out that the harsh winter in 1919 had the biggest 

impact on the decline in numbers during the period as well as the poor breeding seasons 

that coincided with the war years. Crowe also argues that lowland farms saw a bigger 

reduction in flock numbers compared to upland farms.33 This was due to upland farmers 

having access to moor and common land that could be used to graze sheep flocks on. 

Upland farmers also had less temporary grassland that was affected by the Food 

Production Policy, meaning these farmers would not necessarily have had to have cut 

 
29 Perren, (1995), pp: 40-42. 
30 Ingram, (1987), p: 29. 
31 Perren, (1995), p:209. 
32 Crowe, (2007), pp:205-228. 
33 Ibid, pp: 205-228. 
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down on numbers due to the loss of grazing. In the Scotsman newspaper, an article on the 

1917 Inverness fair stated that there was an active demand for farmers to continue 

breeding sheep. The article further reported that there were talks of potentially using deer 

forests as grazing for some flocks in the area. It goes on to say the price of sheep had 

increased from 1916’s fair.34 Therefore, it can be argued that there was an uneven decline 

in sheep numbers across the Britain based on location. Graph 2.3 below shows the 

number of sheep in 1914 and 1918 across sixteen counties in England and Wales from the 

board of Agriculture’s annual agricultural returns.  

Graph 2.3: The number of sheep in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 1914 

and 1918.35 

 

 

 
34 Anon, ‘Sheep and Wool. Higher Prices at Inverness Fair' in the Scotsman Newspaper, 14th of July 1917. 
35 Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and Predecessors: Statistics Division: Parish Summaries of 
Agricultural Returns, Held at the National Archives, (MAF 68). 
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Graph 2.3 clearly demonstrates that sheep numbers did not fall in all areas of England and 

Wales during the war. The counties of Middlesex, Norfolk, Surrey, and Warwickshire all 

saw their numbers rise between the two years. This is interesting as these counties are flat 

with little upland which was more likely to be used for sheep grazing. However, it can be 

pointed out that Middlesex also saw a decline in arable land over the war (as seen in Graph 

1.2). However, the other three counties did see an increase in arable land and therefore 

this does not explain the increase in sheep in these counties. Like the cattle and arable 

graphs, each county saw its sheep numbers change differently. Interestingly, Lincolnshire 

saw the biggest decline in numbers, while it had seen the one of the largest increases in 

arable land and cattle numbers at the same time. It would therefore follow the argument 

set forth by Crowe that sheep suffered because of arable and cattle. However, if this was 

the case, the Welsh upland counties should have seen less of a decline in sheep numbers 

compared to the English flatland counties of Norfolk and Warwickshire. 

Graph 2.3 fails to show what year saw the biggest change in numbers were for each 

county. Glynis Cooper argued heavy snowfall in the Peak District (Derbyshire) during the 

winter of 1917 caused many farmers to lose their sheep flocks due to the freezing 

conditions.36 She furthered this argument by stating that this hit sheep farmers in the area 

worse as many had increased their flock sizes after suffering poor harvests only that 

summer in attempt to salvage profits. Most farmers in the area kept their sheep on the 

moorlands which caused greater losses due to the harsher climate.37 The freezing 

conditions in the 1917 winter may have affected sheep farmers outside of Derbyshire as 

well. If this was the case in other parts of England and Wales, then it might explain why 

counties such as Denbighshire and Northumberland saw a decrease in sheep numbers. 

 

Common land, heathland, and mountains were all used by farmers as substitute grazing 

for livestock, mainly sheep. This would explain why some counties saw their sheep 

 
36 Cooper, (2015) pp: 54-57. 
37 Ibid, p: 68. 
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numbers stay similar over the war period as their grazing land was not affected by the 

Ploughing-up Campaign. The table below shows the amount of grazing land available in 

mountain and heathland in sixteen counties on England and Wales at the start and end of 

the war. 

Table 2.2: Mountain and heathland (in acres) available for grazing livestock in sixteen 

counties across England and Wales in 1914 and 1918.38   

County 1914 1918 
Anglesey 53204.75 13274.25 

Bedfordshire 1595 1162.75 
Denbighshire 89089 80271 
Dorsetshire 25865 27923 

Flintshire 9739.75 8204.5 
Huntingdonshire 277.25 184 

Lincolnshire 2398.25 3930.5 
Middlesex 71 531.25 

Norfolk 40423.25 40854.75 
Northumberland 478069 480012.25 
Pembrokeshire 79179.5 45274 

Radnorshire 127810.75 143695.25 
Rutland 3.5 226 
Surrey 6869 6289.75 

Warwickshire 2160.25 390 
Westmorland 197585.25 17093.5 

Total  1114340.5 869316.75 
  

The table clearly shows that the counties saw a mixture of increases or decreases in the 

amount of available grazing land in mountain and heathland. Overall, the amount dropped 

by 21.99% between 1914 and 1918 across the counties presented in Table 2.2. 

Interestingly the counties of Norfolk, Middlesex, and Northumberland saw their available 

mountain and heathland grazing increase over the period, this would explain why their 

sheep numbers may have increased over the war. However, Surrey, the other county that 

saw an increase in sheep numbers in Graph 2.3, saw a decrease in mountain and 

 
38 Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and Predecessors: Statistics Division: Parish Summaries of 
Agricultural Returns, Held at the National Archives, (MAF 68). 
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heathland. Although, 47 of the 70 golf courses in the county were turned over for grazing or 

hay making purposes during the war. The other 9 golf courses in the county were deemed 

suitable for ploughing up for cultivation.39 This suggests that the county was looking at 

other types of land to be used for food production. This resembles the way in which 

Glamorgan Executive Subcommittee looked at polo grounds for cultivation as mentioned 

in chapter one.40  

  

At the start of the 20th century, most people in the rural settings kept one or two pigs in 

their back gardens to rear and slaughter around December time. Swine fever was constant 

threat to the pig sector in agriculture on the eve of the First World War; with 93 outbreaks 

happening in the week ending the 18th of July 1914, which resulted in 796 pigs being 

culled.41 After the outbreak of the war, the British government recommended that any 

sizeable pigs should be slaughtered early and recommended food scrap collections to be 

organised to help farmers feed pigs while reducing food waste.42 Farmers in the district of 

Glossop (Derbyshire) were recommended to keep pigs’ free range on grass or forage crops 

to reduce the demand on feed in the area.43 These examples suggests that there were pre-

existing issues surrounding the pig industry at the start of the war. It was one also one of 

the few parts of the agricultural industry the government concerned itself with at the start 

of the war. 

Between disease outbreaks and the government advice to slaughter of animals earlier, pig 

numbers would have affected earlier in the war compared to the cattle and sheep numbers 

that were affected more when grazing land decreased in 1917. However, it should be 

pointed out Germany had a similar approach to the early slaughter of the animal at the 

 
39 Stilwell, Martin, Food v Golf in World War I: The Battle of the Golf Courses, (11th January 2018), Surrey in 
the Great War: https://www.surreyinthegreatwar.org.uk/story/food-v-golf-in-ww1-the-battle-of-the-golf-
courses/ [Accessed: 28/02/25]. 
40 Executive Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minute Book, 1917-1918, Held at 
the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/2/1). 
41 Anon, ‘Disease' in the Runcorn Examiner, 1st of August 1914. 
42 Cooper, (2015), pp: 10-13. 
43 Ibid, pp: 27-28. 

https://www.surreyinthegreatwar.org.uk/story/food-v-golf-in-ww1-the-battle-of-the-golf-courses/
https://www.surreyinthegreatwar.org.uk/story/food-v-golf-in-ww1-the-battle-of-the-golf-courses/
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start of the war, with the country slaughtering nine million pigs (one-third of its total pig 

number) by April 1915.44 The graph below shows the number of pigs in sixteen counties 

from the Board of Agriculture’s annual agricultural returns.  

Graph 2.4: The number of pigs in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 1914 

and 1918.45 

 

 

Graph 2.4 shows that the number of recorded pigs fell across all the counties presented. 

Taking these numbers into account, the number of pigs fell by 31.93% across these 

counties during the war. This is a much higher percentage decrease than sheep, which only 

saw a decline of 5.21% across the same counties. From this, it would mean that if the rest 

 
44 Offer, Avner, The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation, (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1989), p: 26. 
45 Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and Predecessors: Statistics Division: Parish Summaries of 
Agricultural Returns, Held at the National Archives, (MAF 68). 
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of the nation saw similar changes to pig numbers over the war, then Crowe’s viewpoint of 

sheep being the victim of the war is minimal compared to how pigs were affected during 

the war period. Graph 2.4 would also supply support to Dewey’s argument on pigs seeing 

the most significant decrease in livestock animals during the war.46 The graph also 

highlights, like the cattle and sheep graphs, the change in pig numbers was seen differently 

in each county with Lincolnshire and Norfolk seeing the biggest drop in animals. However, 

it should be remembered that the data shown in the graph is for agricultural returns and as 

a result does not show any animal owned by individuals privately. Therefore, it does not 

represent the total number of animals in the counties or the true change in numbers over 

the war as it is missing data for these privately owned animals. It is therefore impossible to 

tell whether the agricultural and privately owned pigs saw the same trends in numbers or if 

the private sector saw a different change in animal numbers. It raises the question of 

whether the war led to an increase in demand for pig ownership in the private sector while 

the agricultural sector suffered with the rest of the livestock industry? 

 

Like sheep, it could be argued that external factors affected pig numbers during the period, 

and the war only heightened the change in numbers. Swine fever was a constant threat for 

pig herds in Britain at the start of the 20th century. Between 1912 and 1915, there were 

13,843 outbreaks across England and Wales, which saw the infection of 117,666 animals 

and destruction of many more.47 In an article in 1916, the Widnes Examiner pointed out 

there were high profits in pig farming, but it came with high risks. An increase in animal 

feed prices meant that a farmer could just as easily lose money on pigs just as much as 

make it.48 The same year saw an article published by the Kenilworth Advertiser on how 

swine fever appeared to be more prevalent in the first quarter of 1916 than it had in 

previous years. It stated that in the first 13 weeks of 1916, 1078 outbreaks of the disease 

 
46 Dewey, (1989), p: 214. 
47 Anon, ‘Animal Diseases in 1915’ in the East Anglian Daily Times, 1st of January 1916. 
48 Anon, 'Pigs for Profit’ in the Widnes Examiner, 27th of May 1916. 
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had been seen in Britain compared to the 467 in 1913, 781 in 1914, and 947 in 1915.49 The 

article also highlights how the disease was a nationwide problem, stating that there had 

been outbreaks in Gloucestershire, Leicestershire, Monmouthshire, Northamptonshire, 

Nottinghamshire, Oxfordshire, Peterborough, Salop, Staffordshire, and Warwickshire in 

the month before the article was published. Therefore, it can be argued that pig numbers 

were dropping due to disease, and it was only made worse with the government wanting 

younger pigs slaughtered to keep up with the pork demands during the war. It would also 

mean the number of breeding sows available were also declining in areas where disease 

was spreading. This alongside heightened feed prices would have put farmers off 

increasing their herds for the fear of bringing in disease and losing money.  

Swine fever was not the only disease Britain had outbreaks of before the First World War. 

Despite efforts the nation made to stop live animal imports into Britain to stop disease, it 

saw outbreaks of foot & mouth, anthrax, and glanders among other diseases that affected 

British livestock and horses. The table below shows the main livestock diseases and the 

number of outbreaks each disease had between 1912 and 1915. 

Table 2.3: Outbreaks of various livestock diseases between 1912 and 1915.50 

Year Anthra
x 

Foot & 
Mouth 

Glanders & 
Farcy 

Parasitic 
Mange 

Swine 
Fever 

1912 743 83 172 2873 2920 
1913 594 2 162 2382 2573 
1914 722 27 97 1530 4356 
1915 575 56 50 911 3994 

 

Table 2.3 highlights how many different outbreaks of diseases the British livestock sector 

was faced with at the start of the war. Animals or herds that became infected with foot & 

mouth, anthrax, glanders & farcy, or swine fever had to be destroyed to prevent further 

infection. Table 2.3 clearly shows that there were outbreaks of disease in livestock and 

horses going into the war that was continued spread throughout Britain as the war 

 
49 Anon, ‘Animal Diseases in the Midlands’ in the Kenilworth Advertiser, 8th of April 1916. 
50 Anon, ‘Animal Diseases in 1915' in the East Anglian Daily Times, 1st of January 1916. 
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continued. Each outbreak might have infected numerous animals or herds; the number of 

infected animals can be seen in Table 2.4 below.  

Table 2.4: The number of animals infected by various livestock diseases in England 

and Wales between 1912 and 1915.51 

Year Anthra
x 

Foot & 
Mouth 

Glanders & 
Farcy 

Parasitic 
Mange 

Swine 
Fever 

1912 846 643 313 6068 39653 
1913 652 73 438 4647 32034 
1914 796 165 286 2642 29277 
1915 642 693 87 1951 16702 

 

Between Table 2.3 and 2.4, swine fever saw a vast amount more outbreaks and infected 

animals at the start of the war compared to the other diseases present in the tables. 

Parasitic mange also saw high numbers of infected animals; however, it was treatable and 

therefore not as much of a concern for livestock farmers compared to the other diseases 

that required animals to be culled. 

The weather and movement of animals would have affected the spread of disease hence 

the changes in outbreaks between each year. Likewise, the type of livestock and therefore 

the housing of the livestock would have also impacted the number of animals infected in 

an outbreak, for example an outbreak in foot & mouth in a sheep flock would have seen the 

more animals at risk of getting the disease due to flocks tending to be larger in number 

than cattle herds. Animals grazed on common land would have also seen a greater risk of 

encountering any disease compared to private grassland due to multiple flocks using that 

land and farmers having limited control over biosecurity. These tables further back up the 

idea that there were external factors affecting the livestock numbers during the war period 

and not just the wartime policies. 

  

 
51 Ibid, 1st of January 1916. 
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During the depression, Britain would have seen as increase in hay production as the 

amount of agricultural land under grass increased and demand for animal feed also 

increased with more farms turning to livestock. It would have also seen little competition 

from imports due to how easy and cheap it was to grow at home. Therefore, hay is an 

important crop to look at during the war as the production of the crop would be affected by 

the ploughing-up of temporary grassland for arable use and the shrinking numbers in 

livestock that would have made it a less profitable crop to grow. The graph below shows 

the hay returns from five parishes in South Yorkshire over the war period.  

Graph 2.5: Hay returns from five parishes in South Yorkshire between 1905 and 1925.52 

 

 

Graph 2.5 shows that the amount of hay varied each year, with little consistency with the 

amount produced over the 20 years in any of the parishes. One explanation for the varied 

production between each year could be the weather, this would have affected the growth 

 
52 Ministry of Agriculture, Crop Books for South Yorkshire, Held at the Doncaster Archives, (DYDAW/19/2-4). 
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of the crop and the how well the harvest went. This would also explain why 1917 appears to 

have produced vast amount more in several of the parishes compared to the 1916 harvest. 

The 1918 harvest appears to have been the start of a decline in production in Doncaster, 

Hatfield, and Thorne that continues to drop into the 1920’s. Sutton had a steady 

production before the war which then saw an increase in 1913 which stayed high during 

the war before falling below pre-war levels in 1918. In the district of Moss, production of 

hay appears to stay relatively level throughout the 20 years after an increase in 1906. The 

data in the graph could imply there was stability in livestock numbers in these areas during 

the war due to the steady figures in hay production. Overall, the graph implies there was no 

dramatic change in the production of hay and therefore no change in the demand for hay in 

these regions. 

  

The end of the war did not see an end to the struggles in the livestock sector. The industry 

quickly moved back to issues it had faced before the war, with imports beginning to 

increase in the early 1920s.53 Dispersal sales were a common occurrence after the First 

World War when farmers had lost their sons in the trenches and were faced with no heir to 

inherit the land or were unable to keep the farm running. Between 1918-1921 alone, a 

quarter of agricultural land in Britain changed ownership.54 Dispersal sales were when the 

owner auctioned off all assets on the farm usually before the sale of the farm itself. These 

sales affected livestock herds as many changed hands at these auctions. The Lincolnshire 

Longwool Sheep Association saw the sale of several flocks in Lincolnshire alone during the 

1920s, with many being part of farm dispersal sales.55 Likewise, Norfolk also saw many 

dispersal sales during and immediately after the war, with livestock and horses being part 

of the auctions.56 These auctions were not only seen on small private farms but also on 

 
53 Perren, (1995), pp: 40-42. 
54 Ibid, pp: 40-42. 
55 Lincoln Longwool Breeders Association, Sale Catalogues, 1914-1956, Held at the Lincolnshire County 
Council Archives, (MISC DEP 321/1). 
56 Various farm auction catalogues, 1908-1920, Held at Gressen Hall Farm and Workhouse Museum 
Archives, (GRSRM.2001.19) 
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vast estates that sublet to tenant farmers, it was these sales that allowed many tenants to 

buy their farm off the old landowners, who were suddenly without an heir to the estate. 

Between 1918 and 1928, 25% of land in the Berkshire Downs area was brought by the 

existing tenant farmer.57 This movement in land ownership was seen across other 

countries after the war with Italy seeing a similar post war boom in tenants buying up land 

to the point of a new peasant proprietor class emerged.58  

  

To conclude, farmers made changes to their livestock numbers during the First World War, 

with many decreasing their herds and flocks. For farmers across Britain, it was a balancing 

act between livestock and arable production as the government policies were introduced. 

Although, the reasons for the decrease in livestock numbers are more complex than just 

the result of the British government’s wartime policies. Farmers faced an increase in feed 

prices and shortages in supplies making livestock suddenly a high-risk sector in terms of 

profit since the depression started. However, would be wrong to argue the wartime 

economy was the sole reason for the decline in numbers during the period. External 

factors appear to have played a bigger part in the changes to livestock numbers than 

previously believed, with outbreaks of disease and harsh winters coinciding with the war. It 

can be argued that the war accentuated these natural changes by making farmers cut 

down generally due to the wartime environment alongside the decrease in number from 

disease and extreme weather conditions. It could be further argued that the decline in 

livestock numbers continued into the 1920s once imports into Britain rose again while 

arable farming was still protected. 

 
57 Tranter, (2012), pp: 228-233. 
58 Winter, Jay, Cambridge History of World War One, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2013) p: 394. 
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Chapter Three - Supplies and Machinery 

Horses were the main source of power of agricultural machinery on farms at the start of 

the First World War. While steam power had become a more common sight in British fields 

throughout the end on the 19th century, it could not work in heavy soils or on hilly land and 

was unsuitable for small farms.1 Therefore, it never overtook the use of horses on British 

farms but was often referred to work side by side to the horse due to covering more acres 

per day by comparison.2 The combustion engine (or motor engine) tractor was a new 

invention at the end of the 19th century that only wealthy farms and estates could afford.3 

The lack of modernisation in machinery did not affect agriculture in Britain at the turn of the 

20th century, this was most likely down to the small size of its arable sector and the 

nation’s reliance on imports. 

Before 1914, the price of supplies such as seeds, fertilisers, and animal feed were 

relatively cheap due to the agricultural depression. The war brought forward an increase in 

both demand and price for supplies as well as a sudden competition for them for the war 

effort and the individual industries in Britain. The reduction of imports throughout the war 

also affected the supply chain within agriculture; farmers lost access to certain fertilisers 

and animal feeds that were imported from Germany and her allies before the war. Imports 

of products used within the industry were also reduced during the war, despite the 

intensifying demand for them, due to other products taking space on shipments that were 

needed to help with the war effort. 

 

On the outbreak of the war, the British army owned 25,000 horses. Over the course of the 

First World War, the army proceeded to buy 467,000 horses from home soil as well as 

 
1 Williams, Michael, Steam Power on Agriculture, (Blandford Press, Poole,1977), p: 91. 
2 Vince, John, Vintage Farm Machines, (Shire Publications Ltd, Buckinghamshire, 1973), p: 5. 
3 Stearman, Laura, World War One: The Few That Fed the Many, (n.d.) The National Farmers Union: 
www.nfuonline.com/archive?treeid=33538 [Accessed: 20/08/22]. 

http://www.nfuonline.com/archive?treeid=33538
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importing more from abroad.4 The sudden decrease in horsepower on farms as well as the 

loss of skilled labourers to work machinery meant many farmers could not increase their 

arable land and left much of the machinery and implements to sit abandoned on farms.5 

The lack of machinery came to the British government’s attention when the Corn 

Production Act was passed in 1917, as counties struggled to increase their arable land due 

to the lack of horses and machinery in the counties. Likewise, the need for the supply of 

seeds and fertilisers also became apparent to the government with the policy 

implemented through Ploughing-up Campaign, as there was little use of increasing the 

tillage area of Britain if there was not enough seed or fertiliser to cultivate and produce a 

good crop.  

This chapter will look at how demand for and shortages of both machinery and supplies 

were affected throughout the war and how they affected the government policies. It will 

identify that certain counties saw bigger shortages than others and the national picture the 

Board of Agriculture presented was not a true representation of what the County War 

Agricultural Committees were seeing in their counties. I will be looking at livestock returns 

of the number of horses on farms, data and reports from individual farms and County War 

Agricultural Committees, as well as the Food Production Department reports from 

throughout the war to see how machinery and supplies were affected on a national level 

and local level and whether this may have played a part to the data differences in the 

arable graphs seen in Chapter one. 

  

Horses were the main source of power on farms. For small farms, steam and motor 

engines were not suitable for several reasons: mainly the initial and upkeep costs being 

more than for a horse. This allowed the horse to maintain its importance on most farms in 

Britain at the outbreak of the war, with farmers using a team of horses to work their land. A 

team of horses (2 or 3 horses) could work between 30 and 50 acres a day depending on the 

 
4 Dewey, Peter, British Agriculture in the First World War, (Routledge, Abingdon, 1989), p:61. 
5 Ibid, p: 61. 
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location.6 The initial drop in horses at the start of the war was quickly noticed by the Board 

of Agriculture, which passed the Sale of Army Mares for Breeding program at the start of 

1915. In a letter to the Duke of Devonshire dated the 18th of January 1915, it stated there 

would be a sale of 46 mares from the War Office that were no longer suitable for the army; 

but would be suitable breeding mares.7 The mares would be branded, tested for infectious 

diseases, and sold at a public sale. The Leicester Journal recorded 15 of the 46 would be 

sold in Leicester on the 30th of January, 16 mares would be sold at Northallerton on the 

2nd of February, and the remaining 15 to be sold at Cheltenham on the 4th of February. The 

article further stated that the Board of Agriculture hoped for more sales in other counties in 

the upcoming months.8 From this it can be suggested that the Board of Agriculture was 

quick to put in place something to help preserve the number of working farm horses in 

Britain as well as finding a job for mares that were no longer valuable to the armed forces. 

The program continued throughout the war with relative success. In a statement to the 

Dundee Courier in June 1919, the Board of Agriculture for Scotland stated they had 

received 400 more applicants than number of horses they were expected to receive. 

However, the mares were carefully selected and vetted before the Scottish Board received 

them, and of the 1000 expected, less than 200 passed the vetting and were delivered to the 

Scottish Board for distribution.9 It is therefore clear that there was interest in the program 

from the general population to own these breeding mares. It is also interesting to see how 

the program changed over time from public sales to applying to buy one. However, this 

program did not end the sudden drop in working horses on farms, the original 46 mares 

mentioned in the letter to the Duke of Devonshire would have foaled in 1916 if covered in 

1915; the foals would then have a few years before they could start working. Therefore, the 

program would not have created an increase in working horses till the end of the war at the 

 
6 Ibid, p: 12. 
7 Letter to the Duke of Devonshire, 18th of January 1915, Held at the Devonshire Collection (Chatsworth 
Estate) Archives, (DE/CH/2/1/82). 
8 Anon, ‘Army Mares for Breeding' in the Leicester Journal, 22nd January 1915, p: 4. 
9 Anon, ‘Army Mares for Breeding, Disappointment for Applicants' in the Dundee Courier, 16th June 1919, p: 2. 
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very earliest. The graph below shows the number of horses in sixteen counties across 

England and Wales in 1914 and 1918 from the annual returns of the Board of Agriculture. 

Graph 3.1: The number of horses in sixteen counties across England and Wales in 1914 

and 1918.10 

 

 

The graph clearly shows that each of the counties experienced different changes in the 

number of horses during the war. Some counties saw numbers stay at a similar level while 

others saw increases or decreases at varying levels. Interestingly, unlike the graphs seen in 

the livestock and arable chapters following the same counties, it appears here that the 

counties in higher locations did not see the same level of decrease as counties with flatter 

 
10 Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food and Predecessors: Statistics Division: Parish Summaries of 
Agricultural Returns, Held at the National Archives, (MAF 68). 
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land. Overall, the counties in the graph saw an average decrease in the number of horses 

by 6.81%. 

Peter Dewey argues that there was a sharp decrease in the number of horses used for 

agriculture between 1914 (926,820) to 1915 (858,032) before recovering in 1916 

(906,233).11 This suggests that the number of horses on farms fluctuated throughout the 

war, in a comparable way to sheep numbers did in the livestock chapter. This could further 

imply that in the counties that saw an increase between 1914 and 1918 in Graph 3.1, they 

could have seen a decrease in their horse numbers at the start of the war but later 

recovered. However, it should be noted that the data used for the creation of Graph 3.1 

represents all horses on farms, not just agricultural work horses. This means it includes 

everything from agricultural working horses, riding horses, and young stock, to breeding 

horses, ponies, and cart and carriage horses. Therefore, it could also be possible that 

certain types of horses were affected more by the war than others. For example, the mares 

that were part of the Army Mares for Breeding program and their offspring would be 

included in this set of data while not actually working the land. Furthermore, farmers were 

stretching their horsepower further during the war, with many using their personal breeding 

mares for agricultural work.12 

In 1917, there were further efforts made from the British government to stabilise the 

number of horses working in agriculture. In June 1917, the Food Production Department 

passed the Sale of Horses Order under the Defence of the Realm Act, in which anyone 

buying or selling horses had to have a licence granted to them by their County War 

Agricultural Committee. This order was to discourage the sale (and movement) of horses 

due to the shortages in many areas of Britain. However, in Norfolk, the committee granted 

8,500 licences by November 1918.13 Likewise, the Lindsey Committee had approved 2,685 

 
11 Dewey, (1989), p: 61. 
12 Ibid, p:61. 
13 Sheail, John, ‘Land Improvement and Reclamation: The Experiences of the First World War in England and 
Wales' in the British Agricultural History Review, Vol. 24.2, (1976), pp: 112-113. 
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licences by April 1918.14 These examples suggest the order did not work in deterring the 

exchange of horses but clearly shows that counties were following the order by granting 

licences. It also highlights that there was a high volume of people still being able to buy and 

sell horses in certain counties across Britain. It should be noted that Lincolnshire and 

Norfolk had vastly higher numbers of horses compared to other counties shown in Graph 

3.1 even by 1918 after large drops in their numbers. It therefore would be interesting to see 

if counties like Middlesex and Flintshire saw the same level of licences passed as they had 

far fewer horses in the county. 

In 1917, the Food Production Department also planned to provide 30,000 horses along 

with ploughmen and horse drawn machinery for the County War Agricultural Committees 

to lease out to combat the shortage of active working farm horses.15 Horses could be hired 

out either daily or monthly to farmers depending on their needs. The daily option proved 

more popular with small farms while larger farms often opted for the monthly contracts. 

The scheme saw many counties take it up, with 1,200 contracts made between the Food 

Production Department and the counties committees in England and Wales by September 

1917. December 1917 saw 5,000 hired out to the counties and by June 1918 over 11,000 

horses, ploughmen, and machines were hired out to the counties across England and 

Wales.16 West Sussex alone requested 1,600 horses and 800 ploughmen for the county, 

while Kent had 1,500 contracts for monthly hires, with a further 1,040 contracts for day hire 

with farmers in the county. 

However, the scheme had varying success, Gloucestershire built up a deficit of £6,000 and 

had 100 outstanding contracts with farmers at one point due to a shortage in ploughmen 

available in the county.17 The Lindsey Committee saw few applications from farmers for the 

hire of horses and ploughmen. However, the committee reportedly believed this was down 

 
14 Executive Committee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee Report, 31st March 1918, Held at 
Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
15 Sheail, (1976), pp: 112-113. 
16 Ibid, pp: 112-113. 
17 Ibid, pp: 112-113. 
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to most farmers in the county already having access to them privately.18 This suggests 

there were issues over where to send government horses and ploughmen with some 

counties not having enough while others had more than was needed. 

Overall, horsepower through the war remained extremely important within agriculture. On 

a national level, the demand for horsepower on farms appears to be one of the first things 

in the industry that the government was willing to intervene with during the war and 

continued to support throughout. Like other agricultural animals, the number of horses 

fluctuated throughout the war, unlike sheep that saw numbers change due to weather, 

horses saw a sudden decrease due to the war pulling them out of the industry. In some 

parts of Britain, the wartime support to increase numbers overtook their pre-war levels, 

while in other areas they were still below their pre-war level by the end of the war. By March 

1920, the army had sold back 56,302 horses and 1,446 mules for agricultural use in 

Britain.19 This further suggests the importance of horses in the British agricultural industry 

moving into the 1920s when modern machinery had seen a huge roll out in the industry 

during the war. 

  

The steam engine had worked side by side with the horse on British farms for almost 70 

years by the start of the First World War.20 It was quicker than the horse but struggled in 

heavier soil types and odd shaped fields, it also needed workers to be trained in how to 

work and maintain the machines properly to be useful. By 1912, 89% of steam engines in 

the industry were on farms with more than 50 acres of land.21 The Great War has been 

argued by many historians (such as Harold Bonnett and Michael Williams) to have brought 

the beginning of the end for steam power on British farms. Between the increase in 

 
18 Executive Subcommittee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 31st March 1918, Held 
at Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
19 Wilson, George, British Army Remount Service in WWI (N.D.) Hertfordshire at War: 
http://www.hertsatwar.co.uk/archive/great-war-articles/horses-british-army-remount-service-in-ww1/ 
[Accessed: 16/10/24]. 
20 Vince, (1973), p: 5. 
21 Dewey, Peter, Iron Harvests of the Field: the making of Farm Machinery in Britain since 1800, (Carnegie 
Publishers, Lancaster, 2008), p: 125. 

http://www.hertsatwar.co.uk/archive/great-war-articles/horses-british-army-remount-service-in-ww1/
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combustion tractors available, the lack of workers, and the cost to maintain them during 

the war led many farmers move away from the machine.22 Historians have furthered this 

line of argument stating that it was the Second World War that finally ended the steam 

engine’s place in British farms.23 It could also be suggested that steam engines were going 

to slowly fall out of use during this time without the war due to introduction of motor-

powered machinery, as they were more likely to be on farms that would consider changing 

to the modern machinery. However, the war accelerated the decline in steam engines due 

to the roll out of government tractors that will be discussed later in the chapter. The loss of 

men able to work steam engines as well as the loss of labour in agricultural factories and 

engineers also appear to have played its role in the downfall of steam power on farms. 

At the start of 1917, 250 of the 500 steam powered tackle (in England) that was used to 

breakup land was not in working condition due to damage or shortages in drivers.24 In Kent 

alone, 15 of the 46 recorded steam engines were idle at one point during the war.25 These 

examples suggest that there were shortages in both workers and parts to fix these engines, 

which affected how many were used during the war. However, it was estimated that 1.2 

million acres in the 1917 to 1918 season was ploughed by steam powered machines in 

England and Wales, which was three times more than it had been in previous years.26 

In 1918, the Kent War Agricultural Committee allotted one steam powered tackle for every 

700 to 1000 acres and trained women on how to use them. The county saw each machine 

work an estimated four and half, eight-hour days each week and visited 420 holdings on 

average annually.27 It therefore suggests that like the number of horses on farms during the 

war, steam power also saw sways in usage on farms with the end of the war seeing 

substantial amounts of additional acres being worked by it. However, the increase of 

 
22 Bonnett, Harold, Farming with Steam, (Shire Publications, Aylesbury, 1974), pp: 14-15. 
23 Williams, (1977), p: 161. 
24 Sheail, (1976), p: 114 
25 Ibid, pp: 114-115. 
26 Ibid, p: 114. 
27 Ibid, p: 115. 
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arable land and the organisation of the County War Agricultural Committees would have 

influenced this increase as the committees tried to maximise the use of each machine. 

  

The combustion tractor was introduced to British Agriculture at the start of the 20th 

century.28  The early models were seen more as a novelty for the wealthy rather than an 

actual threat to steam or horsepower.29  However, by 1914, there were 1,000 tractors 

working on farms across Britain.30 Dewey argued that the First World War accelerated the 

introduction and roll out of the motor engine tractor within Britain thanks to the 

government backing.31 By the end of the war, there was over 6,000 tractors working on 

British land which were either government or privately owned.32 

Over the course of 1917, the Ministry of Munitions ordered 5000 tractors from the United 

States of America to be leased out to War Agricultural Executive Committees.33 Like the 

Food Production Department’s horse and ploughmen scheme, farmers could then hire out 

these tractors from their committee to work their land. However, there were initial delays 

in receiving these American tractors due to shipping restrictions. The German unrestricted 

submarine campaign, which started in February 1917, would have also impacted on these 

early delays in shipment. According to the Food Production Department report on the 14th 

of March, only 79 of the 515 tractors that had been ordered from America had arrived at the 

time of the report. The remaining 436 tractors that had been undelivered had no news on 

their estimated time of arrival.34  

The Food Production Department estimated there were 3,500 privately owned and 1,550 

government owned tractors working in England & Wales at the end of 1917.35 Furthermore, 

 
28 Vince, (1973), p: 5. 
29 Williams, (1977), p: 92. 
30 Appleby, Catrina, Cocroft, Wayne, Schofield, John, The Home Front in Britain 1914-18: an Archaeological 
Handbook, (Council of British Archaeology, York, 2015), p: 77. 
31 Dewey, (1989), pp: 60-61. 
32 Stearman, (n.d.) www.nfuonline.com/archive?treeid=33538 [Accessed: 20/08/22]. 
33 Baldwin, Nick, Tractors, 1880s to 1980s, (Shire Publications, New York, 2010), pp: 16-17. 
34 Food Production Department Report, 14th of March 1917, Held at the National Archives, (CAB-24-7-81). 
35 Dewey, (1989), p: 62. 

http://www.nfuonline.com/archive?treeid=33538
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historian Nick Baldwin argues that all the 5000 tractors ordered in 1917 (by the British 

government) had arrived by April 1918.36 This suggests that the roll out of combustion 

tractors was already underway before the Ministry of Munitions bought into them. The war 

period arguably only boosted the acceptance of the tractor by British farmers due to the 

government backing that would not have existed without the Ploughing-up Campaign. It 

could be argued that the war allowed more farmers to buy one due to the higher profit 

margins seen, as farmers were more likely to be able to invest in one. It could also be 

argued that at the time the war appeared to have taken the industry out of its depression, 

which would have encouraged farmers to invest in more efficient or modern machinery.  

It was left up to the County War Agricultural Committees on how to use the government 

tractors in their individual county. In some counties there were rules on what the machines 

could be hired out to work on. For example, in Huntingdonshire, farmers could only hire 

out tractors to work on light soils in the fenlands over winter months due to heavy soils 

taking too much time.37 Likewise, the Shropshire committee refused to hire out tractors to 

work fields that were under 6 acres or of irregular shape.38 Committees could also be 

granted use of privately owned tractors in the county to use when the owner did not need 

them.39 In Herefordshire, the committee recorded it had use of 68 tractors in the spring of 

1917, of these only 15 were government owned and the rest were owned privately from 

within the county. 

In July 1917, the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee set up its Traction Subcommittee 

to deal with the organisation and distribution of the twelve government owned tractors in 

the country.40 The subcommittee agreed to charge farmers the following rates for hire of 

the tractors: 25 shillings per acre of ploughing, 21 shillings per acre of strimming or 

ploughing up of grassland, and 7 shillings and 6 pence per acre of cultivation.41 By the end 

 
36 Baldwin, (2010), pp: 16-17. 
37 Sheail, (1976), pp: 115-117. 
38 Ibid, pp: 115-117. 
39 Ibid, pp: 115-117. 
40 Traction Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 26th July 1917, Held 
at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/3/3). 
41 Ibid, 26th July 1917, (GC/WG/3/3). 
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of August 1917, the subcommittee had received requests to hire the tractors to plough up 

a total of 7,955 acres in the county.42 By the following January, the Glamorgan Traction 

Subcommittee had 25 government owned tractors and was expecting 16 more to arrive in 

the upcoming months. The subcommittee was also in charge of the running and leasing of 

5 threshing machines (2 of which were privately owned), 20 ploughs, and 3 steam engines 

in the county.43 In February 1918 alone the subcommittee hired out vehicles to plough up 

1,141 acres, with a further 80 acres of cultivation and 1,273 acres of grassland ploughed 

up by their government tractors.44 

In Lincolnshire, a report from the County War Agricultural Committee states that the 

tractors given to the Lindsey Committee by the government varied in quality.45 The county 

received 77 tractors and 94 ploughs by April 1918. These were used to plough up 11,080 

acres of land as well as a further 3,635 acres of cultivation and harrowing.46 Wiltshire had 

similar complaints, arguing that 23 of its 30 tractors were not suitable for heavy soils.47 In 

January 1918, the Shropshire committee complained that only 24% of their machines were 

in use at the time, with a quarter of the idled ones waiting for repairs.48 This suggests that 

there were lots of issues over the quality of tractors provided by the British government to 

the counties for several committees to have complained about them. However, despite 

these issues there was great demand from farmers to lease out these tractors from their 

County War Agricultural Committee. It also highlights the sense of community within the 

industry at a county level as many offered up their own machines to be hired out within 

their counties. 

Despite the British tractor industry was small before the war, its manufacturing industry 

was one of the most advanced in the world. Most of its products were exported, with one 

 
42 Ibid, 23rd August 1917, (GC/WG/3/3). 
43 Ibid, 3rd January 1918, (GC/WG/3/3). 
44 Ibid, 14th March 1918, (GC/WG/3/3). 
45 Executive Committee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee Report, 31st March 1918, Held at 
Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
46 Ibid, 31st March 1918, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
47 Sheail, (1976), p:115. 
48 Ibid, pp: 115-117. 
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company in Leeds shipping 80% of their products abroad each year. The 1914-1916 period 

affected improvements in British machinery as manufacturers changed to munition work 

for better profits. This allowed for US models to become more advanced and dominate the 

market by 1917 when the Ministry of Munitions started buying them.49 During the war, 

British manufacturers continued to export agricultural machinery abroad despite a 

decrease in orders.50 In early 1917, with the heightened German submarine campaign; a 

deal was made between the British and Russian governments, allowing the Food 

Production Department to lease the Caterpillar tractors that were waiting for shipment to 

Russia. By the 14th of March 1917, fourteen of these tractors were working on British 

farms.51 

The sudden increase in tractors brought a shortage of suitable implements. In March 1917, 

the Food Production Department found they faced a shortage of ploughs that could be 

used with the new American tractors, with only 95 of the 631 they had ordered arrived on 

time to be used in the spring ploughing.52 It also became quickly clear that the American 

tractors struggled in heavy soils and therefore limited what land they could be used on. 

This raises the question of whether the advancements made by the American tractor 

industry as good as what the British government believed? It would have been more 

reliable for British government to invest in British manufacturers that were still producing 

agricultural machinery which was made to go through the British soil rather than trying to 

import from the United States for machinery that was not built for the heavy soil types. This 

highlights the balance of resource allocation within Britain during the war, as many 

manufacturers move away from agricultural machines for munitions to aid the war effort. 

  

It was not just tractors and horse teams that were available for farmers to hire from the 

County War Agricultural Committees, there were also implements and threshing 

 
49 Dewey, (1989), pp: 61-63. 
50 Ibid, p: 65. 
51 Food Production Department Report, 14th of March 1917, Held at the National Archives, (CAB-24-7-81). 
52 Ibid, 14th of March 1917, (CAB-24-7-81). 
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machines.53 In April 1918, the Glamorgan Threshing Subcommittee agreed that the county 

needed 57 sets of threshing drums, with the belief that one machine could do 90 acres of 

land each day in the county.54 In August 1918, the same committee decided it would need 

17 tractors and 40 men to work the threshing machines the county had available.55 The 

county was also offered five privately owned machines from farmers within the county to 

be hired out to others. In addition, some of these farmers offered to work their machines 

while they were hired out. The Threshing Subcommittee agreed that these five machines 

would be hired out to farmers in the local area of the owner and the farms hiring them out 

should place their corn in a suitable location to make the work quicker.56 Along with these 

machines there were also other privately owned machines that were working in the county. 

The table below shows the number of government and privately owned working threshing 

machines in different areas of Glamorgan in August 1918.  

Table 3.1: Ownership of threshing machines in the county of Glamorgan on the 2nd of 

August 1918.57 

Area Privately Owned Machines Government Owned Machines 
Area 1 (Cardiff) 8 1 

Area 2 
(Caerphilly) 2 3 

Area 3 
(Pontypridd) 1 1 

Area 4  1 1 
Area 5  0 1 
Area 6 

(Cowbridge) 11 0 

Area 7 (Bridgend) 6 1 
Area 8 1 2 

Area 9 (Swansea) 6 2 

 
53 A threshing machine or drum was used to separate the grain from the rest of the plant during harvesting. 
Ackroyd, Sally, Drum Roll: interpreting threshing machines (2013) Rural Life Museums: 
https://www.ruralmuseums.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Drums-Roll.pdf [Accessed 30/10/24]. 
54 Threshing Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minute Book, 30th April 1918, 
Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/3/6). 
55 Ibid, 15th August 1918, (GC/WG/3/6). 
56 Ibid, 2nd August 1918, (GC/WG/3/6). 
57 Ibid, 1918, (GC/WG/3/6). 

https://www.ruralmuseums.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Drums-Roll.pdf
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The table clearly shows how different areas in the county had access to different amounts 

of machines. There was also no even distribution of the government owned machines, 

even in areas of the county that only had a few privately owned machines. It can be 

assumed the distribution was done based on the demand and the amount of land in the 

area. It is surprising to see how few government owned machines were in the county 

compared to 57 the committee believed it needed in the April. The threshing drum was an 

important machine needed at harvest for grain crops such as wheat and corn which the 

Board of Agriculture was actively trying to increase through the Corn Production Act and 

the Ploughing-up Policy. However, if the counties did not have access to these machines, 

then it would not matter if they had increased the amount of land under these crops as 

they would not be able to harvest them without the machines. This suggests there were 

still machine shortages months after the Ministry of Munitions invested into supplying the 

industry with the machinery it needed to increase food production. 

 

Having the machinery in place was only half the problem for farmers, the upkeep and fuel 

also provided difficult through the war as fuel was needed in several industries for the war 

effort. The increase in demand not only led to shortages in fuel supplies but also allowed 

prices to rise. In 1917, the price of coal increased making it more expensive to run steam 

engines.58 Likewise, a representative from the Margan Estate (Glamorgan) informed their 

Executive Subcommittee that the Estate and its tenant farmers were struggling to source 

petrol for its tractors.59 For those who used horses, they also had seen an increase in costs 

for upkeep as feed prices rose throughout the war along with the cost of routine welfare 

bills such as the vet or blacksmith. The graph below shows the increase in price for a full 

 
58 Bonnett, (1974), pp: 14-15. 
59 Executive Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 9th March 1917, 
Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/2/1). 
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set of horseshoes (4 shoes) between the 13th of April 1917 and the 15th of January 1920 

charged by one blacksmith in Norfolk. 

Graph 3.2: The price of a full set of horseshoes in Norfolk between 1917 and 1920.60 

 

 

The graph clearly shows an increase at the end of the war period, which continued to 

increase after the Armistice in November 1918. The increase in prices probably was down 

to the continued demand for shoes while the number of blacksmiths having fallen due to 

the war as well as the fact the metal used to make horseshoes would have been a material 

that was in demand by both the army and agriculture. It is interesting to see is that the 

price increased and levelled for a few months before it increased again during the war 

period, but afterwards it continued to rise at a steady pace until the end of 1919 where it 

appears to level out again moving into 1920. This continuing price rise would have been the 

result of the wider post-war boom in Britain. 

 

Throughout Britain, many of the County War Agricultural Committees set up 

subcommittees to deal with supplies in the county. These subcommittees oversaw the 

 
60 Farrier Receipts, Held at Gressen Hall Farm & Workhouse Museum, (GRSRM 2001.15). 
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demand and distribution of seeds, fertilisers, fuel, and other supplies that were needed for 

the county’s agricultural industry. Britain faced shortages in seed supplies throughout the 

war, with shortages increasing further with the introduction of the Ploughing-up Campaign 

due to the increase of land needing cultivation. 

In March 1917, the Food Production Department estimated that its seed potato supply was 

not going to exceed 9500 tons according to its weekly report. The report goes on to state 

that the department was arranging with the Irish department for an extra 5000 tons for 

potential cultivation.61 This highlights that while the government were able to increase the 

arable land in Britain, they also had to increase its seed supply to be able cultivate the new 

acreage. This suggests that not all newly ploughed up land from the Corn Production Act 

and Ploughing-up Campaign was cultivated due to the shortages in the seed supply. It also 

implies that there could have been more steps in place to maximise crop production by 

cultivating more suitable land in certain counties rather than trying to grow crops in 

counties that were not suitable, which then led to the examples seen in earlier chapters 

where farmers increased their livestock numbers again in hopes of making a profit. 

 

Fertilisers, like seed, faced shortages over the war period. The severity of the shortages 

depended on the type of fertiliser, for example, Peruvian guano fertiliser (that was primarily 

used for potatoes) was only imported from Germany, which was cut off at the outbreak of 

the war.62 While basic slag fertiliser saw less supply shortages due to it being a by-product 

of steelmaking in Britain and was mainly used for grassland.63 This saw shortages due to 

the labour shortages in factories and delays in transportation over anything else. However, 

as pointed out by Dewey, the demand for basic slag fertiliser decreased over the war with 

the reduction of grassland, with only 238,000 tons being used in 1918 compared to 

263,000 tons used annually between 1909-1913.64 

 
61 Food Production Department Report, 14th of March 1917, Held at the National Archives, (CAB-24-7-81). 
62 Dewey, (1989), p:167. 
63 Ibid, p: 70. 
64 Ibid, pp: 70-71. 
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The demand for arable related fertiliser increased in throughout the war, especially after 

the introduction of the Food Production Policy.65 In March 1917, the Berkshire Supplies 

Subcommittee ordered 90 tons of Sulphate of Ammonia fertiliser, while the West Suffolk 

one ordered 200 tons in the same week.66 Lime waste fertiliser was introduced by the 

Board of Agriculture during the war; it was a by-product from the manufacturing of 

ammonium nitrate which was used in munitions manufacturing. In June 1917, the Ministry 

of Munitions arranged for substantial quantities of it to be used for agriculture. Its roll out 

started in the south of England, where arrangements were in place with one firm to trial run 

it.67 In November 1917, Glamorgan appealed to the Board of Agriculture for the urgent 

supply of Lime for the county.68 The regional roll out of Lime waste fertiliser in the south of 

England suggests this area in Britain would have seen less shortages in fertiliser compared 

to other areas due to having it pushed by the government for trials.  

In December 1917, the Secretary of State for Scotland (R. Munro) stated that Scotland 

would aim to increase the ploughing area by 350,000 acres from its 1916 acreage. 

However, at the time of this statement, Scotland had only ploughed up 50,000 acres. 

Munro argued that Scotland would only achieve its goal with “soldier labour of good 

quality, of superphosphates, and of an adequate staff at the Board of Agriculture.”69 The 

fact he mentions superphosphates as something Scotland needed to achieve its 

cultivation quotas suggest that shortages in fertilisers were an ongoing issue that had yet 

to be solved by the end of 1917. This further supports the argument that the government 

intervened with the industry to aid food production as fertiliser was used to boost crop 

yields and enhance soil nutrients. Many farms would have commonly used their own 

livestock manure to fertilise their crops. Like other shortages discussed in this chapter, the 

Board of Agriculture only intervened with fertiliser supplies when it impacted on the 

 
65 Ibid, p:166. 
66 Food Production Department Report, 14th of March 1917, Held at the National Archives, (CAB-24-7-81). 
67 Ibid, 20th of June 1917, (CAB-24-17-20). 
68 Supplies Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 12th November 
1917, Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/3/2). 
69 War Cabinet Meeting, Number: 297, Minute 7, 13th of December 1917, Held at the National Archives, (CAB-
23-4-71). 
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success of their policies. If it were not for the Corn Production Act, then the Board of 

Agriculture probably would have let the shortages in fertiliser continue and not have 

explored substitutions like lime. 

 

To summarise, the First World War accelerated the introduction of the combustion engine 

to British agriculture. This was mainly down to them becoming more accessible as well as 

the government scheme to help increase cultivation in Britain. Horsepower initially 

dropped due to many horses being sold to the army. The Board of Agriculture were quick to 

put in place policies to limit the fall out and boost horse numbers throughout the war even 

in the early years when the government left the industry otherwise alone thus highlighting 

their importance on farms during the period. It could be argued that throughout the war the 

horse was still the main source of power on the land even with the government roll out of 

the combustion engine. Steam power on the other hand, fell victim to the war, with many 

machines left to deteriorate from lack of labour and supplies to maintain and run them.70 

The maintenance and running of both horsepower and machinery increased in price over 

the war as supplies in fuel, feed, and parts were in increasing demand from different 

industries. 

Supplies in seed saw a predictable increase in demand as the war progressed especially at 

the introduction of the Corn Production Act and Ploughing-up Campaign when more 

amounts of land needed cultivating. Fertiliser also saw an increase in demand while also 

having supply chains altered or cut off completely because of the conflict with 

substitutions replacing them. Fertilisers also saw changes in demand due the shift away 

from grassland to arable. 

Overall, supplies and machinery over the war were influenced by the policies put in place 

by the government and the need to increase cultivation to feed the nation. As with the need 

to increase arable land, it is debatable whether the Board of Agriculture and other 

 
70 Wilson, (N.D.) http://www.hertsatwar.co.uk/archive/great-war-articles/horses-british-army-remount-
service-in-ww1/ [Accessed: 16/10/24]. 

http://www.hertsatwar.co.uk/archive/great-war-articles/horses-british-army-remount-service-in-ww1/
http://www.hertsatwar.co.uk/archive/great-war-articles/horses-british-army-remount-service-in-ww1/
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departments within the British government would have been so active in dealing with these 

shortages in the industry if it were not for the need to increase food production due to the 

lack of imports. 
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Chapter Four - Labour 

The agricultural depression before the war had caused many labourers to leave the 

industry as the result of free trade commercial policy, while others looked overseas for 

better work in the industry. Between 1871 and 1911 the British agricultural workforce had 

halved in size.1 By 1901, there were roughly 250,000 farmers in Britain, with 90% of these 

being tenant farmers.2 The industry was split between skilled and unskilled workers. The 

skilled workers were labourers that had specialised in a certain role or job, for example 

horsemen and engine drivers, these workers were more likely to be found on the bigger 

farms that were able to afford several workers. Contrastingly, unskilled workers were not 

specialised in a certain role on the farm but rather did a mixture of jobs, these were the 

ordinary labourers that were more likely to be found on smaller farms throughout the 

nation.3 

At the start of the war, agriculture was already facing labour shortages that the war only 

intensified as agricultural labourers were encouraged like many others to sign up for the 

army. This made employment numbers drop further in the industry. The Board of Trade 

reported that the agricultural workforce had dropped by 12.4% between January 1914 and 

January 1915.4 Yorkshire alone lost 17.3% of its agricultural workforce to the army in the 

first year of the war, while nationally the number dropped by 15.2% in the industry due to 

the war.5  

Throughout the war, the demand for men was pressing both in the industry and in the army; 

the Board of Agriculture and other government departments tried to address the demand 

for workers in agriculture. It can be argued that the 1914 to 1916 period was primarily 

 
1 Eveleigh, David, The Victorian Farmer, (Shire Publications, Oxford, 2009), pp: 30-31. 
2 Ibid, p: 3. 
3 Dewey, Peter, British Agriculture in the First World War, (Routledge, Abingdon, 1989) pp: 37-39. 
4 Patterson, Andrew, Type Script of the History of the Women’s Land Army (Date Unknown), Held at the 
Yorkshire Farming Museum, (FRC2243/A658). 
5 Ibid, (FRC2243/A658). 
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concerned with finding different labour sources to release men for the army while 

maintaining pre-war levels of production, while 1917 onwards was about increasing the 

workforce levels to be able increase food production. Prisoners of war, women, children, 

and even the army were used on British farms during the war to help reduce the shortages 

in manpower. According to historian James McDermott, the search for labour substitution 

during the war started in the farmhouse, then neighbouring farms, villages, and schools, 

before moving further to soldier barracks, Prisoners of War, and women.6 It could be 

argued that the initial search was done before the government stepped in with options 

such as soldiers and prisoners. The introduction of the Corn Production Act and the Food 

Production Policy brought a greater demand for more labourers on the land with the 

increase of arable production. Peter Dewey argued that there were varying figures about 

the number of pre-existing men leaving the land for the army depending on what censuses 

and stats were used. However, ultimately, he argued that about third of the pre-existing 

labour force had left the industry for the army over the course of the war.7 This suggesting 

that there was a need to find large amount of labour to keep the industry afloat and to stop 

the crops rotting in the fields. 

 

On the outbreak of the war, farm labourers were working long hours for poor wages. This 

made the army seem more attractive for farm workers compared to those in other 

industries.8 In May 1915, the War Office instructed that skilled farm workers could not be 

accepted into the army, however whether this was followed strictly is debatable.9 It would 

have given the industry some protection over its skilled workers, but it still allowed the 

ordinary, unskilled labourers to sign up. This suggests that bigger farms would have 

benefitted from this protection over smaller farms as they were more likely to have skilled 

labourers. In the autumn of 1915, the National Register was completed, again skilled farm 

 
6 McDermott, James, British Military Service Tribunals, 1916-1918: A Very Much Abused Body of Men, 
(Manchester University Press, Manchester, 2011), pp: 97-98. 
7 Dewey, (1989), pp: 40-41. 
8 Ibid, p: 38. 
9 Ibid, pp: 38-39. 
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workers were protected under the register, but the ordinary farm labourer was left 

unprotected.10 It, therefore, can be argued that in the first few years of the war, it was the 

small farms that suffered more from the loss of labour to the army compared to the larger, 

wealthier farms that were able to employ specialised workers. However, this early 

protection does imply that the government was aware of the labour shortages in 

agriculture and had offered some protection to the industry. 

The drafting of the Food Production Policy brought forward new concerns over labour 

shortages and in December 1916, the War Office considered protecting more parts of the 

industry. However, nothing was done until the May of 1917, when it was agreed that the 

County Agricultural Executive Committees could delay the leaving of any essential 

labourer (skilled or unskilled) while it found a substitute. In June 1917, men in full time 

employment were finally exempt from conscription. This timeline of events shows the slow 

response by the British government not only around agricultural labour but also to the 

‘total war’ mentality. 

 

The task of supporting exemption cases within the industry was given to the County 

Agricultural Executive Committees.11 James McDermott argues that tribunals across 

Britain saw no consistency, and the relationship between the industry and the tribunal 

often affected how strict the tribunal was.12 The Oxfordshire County Agricultural Executive 

Committee saw 4,000 exemption cases between 1917 and 1918.13 Elsewhere, the Lindsey 

committee had seen 248 exemptions granted in 1917 and 52 cases denied that year. 

Between January and March 1918, the same committee had 2,160 exemptions granted, 57 

cases denied, and a further 723 cases waiting for a decision.14 In 1917, the Bellingham 

 
10 Ibid, p: 39. 
11 Ibid, pp: 106-107. 
12 McDermott, (2011) pp: 99-100. 
13 Oxfordshire War Agricultural Committee Report on the 4th of November 1918, in Survey Subcommittee of 
the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/3/4). 
14 Executive Subcommittee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 31st March 1918, Held 
at Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
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Rural District Council (Northumberland) accused the local tribunal of not being 

representative of the agricultural industry in the area due to the lack of representatives 

from the industry.15 However, the tribunal had only refused 13 of the 331 agricultural cases 

it had seen.16 The amount of exemption cases being brought forward to the local tribunals 

in the counties suggest that there was still a large number of men on farms in the later 

years of the war. It could be argued that many of these men could have only come of age 

for the army in those years, but there still would have been a substantial number over this 

age when the Military Service Act was passed in 1916. 

The protection of farm labourers was delicate depending on the need of men for the army. 

In July 1918, the Board of Agriculture was asked to provide 30,000 men from the industry 

for the army by the War Cabinet after it saw huge losses in men during the German spring 

offensive.17 The Board produced 15,588 men that fitted the requirements and asked the 

War Cabinet to stop at that number.18 Prothero (President of the Board of Agriculture) 

stated the Board had made every effort to find this number of men. He argued the result of 

providing more would reduce the state of the labour force so much that the upcoming 

harvest would be at risk and would affect the 1919 cultivation as well. He furthered this by 

pointing out that many farmers were bitter since they had been urged for national interest 

to expand arable farming and yet the men essential to harvesting of their crops were being 

taken away.19 This implies that not only was the protection to the workforce dependant on 

the War Office allowing it, but there were also concerns over the removal of labour and 

how it would impact the upcoming harvest. It also suggests that there was a constant 

struggle over human resource between the War Office and the Board of Agriculture. It 

further highlights that not all farmers were keen on increasing their arable land due to the 

lack of labour. As mentioned in an earlier chapter, arable farming required ten times more 

labour than livestock farming. Therefore, it is clear why some farmers were bitter about 

 
15 Tilley, Brian, Tynedale in the Great War, (Sword & Pen Books Ltd, Barnsley, 2015), pp: 91-93. 
16 Ibid, pp: 91-93. 
17 War Cabinet Meeting, Number: 436, Minute 14, 26th of July 1918, Held at the National Archives, (CAB-23-6-
58). 
18 Ibid, 26th of July 1918, (CAB-23-6-58). 
19 Ibid, 26th of July 1918, (CAB-23-6-58). 



 83  
 

  
 

increasing their arable land when they were also losing their workers at the same time, 

affecting the harvest and profit margins. 

 

The use of soldiers on farms was first tried in 1915 for the hay harvest. The War Office 

released men from home-based training camps and the Home Defence for two weeks to 

work on farms.20 Similar agreements were made for the corn harvest and autumn 

cultivation that same year. The West Sussex War Agricultural Committee reported it had 

6,000 soldiers working in the county at the start of June 1916 from this system.21 This 

system changed for the 1916 harvest when the Board of Agriculture turned to the War 

Committee in the hope of having a large number of soldiers released from the army to help 

in the industry for a longer period. In July 1916, farmers were given a brief period to apply to 

the Board of Agriculture for military labour. This gave the Board an estimated number of 

how many men were needed on farms to give to the War Committee.22 On the 1st of August 

1916, the War Committee agreed that 12,000 to 15,000 men would be available on a 

temporary release from the War Office for the harvest based on the number the Board of 

Agriculture gave them. This went alongside those that were already working on a temporary 

release from the former system.23 On the 9th of August that same year, an arrangement was 

made for 27,000 men from the Home Defence Forces to be located throughout England at 

Wales to also help with the harvest. These numbers were based of the estimates the Board 

of Agriculture believed would be needed for a successful harvest.24   

Many of the soldiers provided were not skilled agricultural workers and others had no 

previous experience of the industry. Despite farmers complaints, the War Office believed 

that unskilled workers were not a problem as many of the women that had started working 

 
20 Dewey, (1989), pp:48-49. 
21 Ibid, pp:48-49. 
22 Letter from the War Committee to the Board of Agriculture, Over the Supply of Military Labour for 
Agricultural Purposes, 16th of August 1916, Held at the National Archives, (CAB-42-17-7). 
23 Ibid, 16th of August 1916, (CAB-42-17-7). 
24 Ibid, 16th of August 1916, (CAB-42-17-7). 



 84  
 

  
 

on farms at the time were also unskilled with little knowledge in the industry.25 Most of the 

soldiers provided to the industry were unskilled or had no previous experience, it could it 

be argued that these unskilled workers were more beneficial than their skilled or 

specialised counterparts. The ordinary worker would have been a jack of all trades before 

the war. They may not have had the experience of more specialised jobs like engine driving, 

but they would have been more adaptable to whatever farm they were put on compared to 

a skilled farm worker that had specialised in engine driving that then ended up on a farm 

that did not have that machinery. It raises the question of whether the complaints made by 

farmers were just because they could complain or there was an actual issue with the 

unskilled soldiers provided? 

The agreements made between the Board of Agriculture and the War Committee also 

highlights the importance of labour at certain times in the agricultural calendar, especially 

during the harvest. It also shows that the 1916 harvest did not fail from the lack of labour 

on farms as the Board had tried to solve the shortage for the harvest. It also reveals that the 

government were already trying to solve labour shortages in the industry before the policies 

implemented in 1917 around parts of the year that affected food production. 

 

Military labour continued throughout the war, with both the War Office and Board of 

Agriculture needing men. It became a balancing act for each department to get the 

numbers they wanted without upsetting the other. The temporary release of men from the 

army for the industry peaked around the harvest and cultivation periods before they 

returned to the army. The Board of Agriculture asked the War Office if it could send back 

anyone who had had previous experience working on farms back for the 1917 harvest. 

However, the men it received were a mixture of men with previous knowledge of the 

industry and ones that had no previous experience. In March 1917, the Lindsey Agricultural 

Committee were given 536 unskilled soldiers to help with the spring cultivation.26 In April 

 
25 Ibid, 16th of August 1916, (CAB-42-17-7). 
26 Executive Subcommittee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 31st March 1918, Held 
at Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
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1918, the same committee had 746 skilled and 226 unskilled soldiers working on farms, 

with a further 150 applications still outstanding for soldier labour.27 Elsewhere in 

Oxfordshire, the committee had seen 1,000 men from the army to work on various farms 

across the county between 1917 and 1918.28 

The Home Defence Force became an important source of labour for the industry during the 

war. In one week in March 1917, the Food Production Department received applications 

from 664 soldiers from the Home Defence Force to work on farms across England and 

Wales. Within the week, 301 of these applicants had been given work on farms.29 The use 

of the Home Defence Force appeared to be accepted well by farmers and the County War 

Agricultural Committees. Although, like the regular soldier labour provided, there were 

complaints about the mixture of men provided. However, overall, the use of both the 

soldiers and the Home Defence Force was fairly successful in providing extra labour during 

the busiest times of the agricultural calendar. 

 

The idea of using prisoners of war was first circulated by the Board of Agriculture in 

February 1916, the County War Agricultural Committees were strongly dismissive of the 

idea, and nothing came of it.30 However, the Board of Agriculture explored the idea again in 

January 1917 after the introduction of the Food Production Policy, which was received with 

more optimism.31  It could be argued that there were more agricultural workers in Germany 

before the war and therefore more likely for German prisoners to have agricultural 

experience. 32 The idea of using prisoners of war on farms was still met with divided 

opinions from industry, with some counties being more against it than others with 

 
27 Ibid, 31st March 1918, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
28 Oxfordshire War Agricultural Committee Report on the 4th of November 1918, in Survey Subcommittee of 
the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/3/4). 
29 Food Production Department Reported for the Week Ending the 14th of March 1917, Held at the National 
Archives, (CAB-24-7-81). 
30 Dewey, (1989), p: 120. 
31 Ibid, p: 120. 
32 Executive Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 26th February 
1917, Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/2/1). 
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concerns over safety of civilians and the risk of prisoners trying to escape while in the 

fields.33 There were high restrictions and safety measures put in place by the War Cabinet 

to begin with over these concerns. By the end of the war, even counties that were strongly 

against the use of prisoners, had established camps for prisoners to work on farms. It 

could be argued that the timing of the introduction of prisoners of war in agriculture was 

not a coincidence to the fact the Food Production Policy came at the same time and the 

sudden need for more labour meant committees and farmers were more open to having 

prisoners as a source of labour in 1917. 

Several counties applied for prisoners in the first few months of their introduction, 

including Cheshire, Herefordshire, Norfolk, and Somerset.34 Despite interest, the roll out of 

prisoners was slow and by July 1917 only 15 camps had been established with 1,476 

prisoners working on farms.35 On the 13th of December 1917, the War Cabinet decided 

that restrictions regarding German Prisoners of War working on farms could be relaxed as 

far as possible and a trade index would be produced with any skilled ploughmen to be 

dispatched for farm work.36 This was done in the hope of getting more prisoners working on 

farms quicker to release soldiers back to the army. The War Cabinet recorded 4,279 

prisoners working on farms in February 1918, and by November there were 30,405 

prisoners on farms across Britain.37 The rapid increase of prisoners working the land in 

1918 was helped by the spring offensives that had increased the number of prisoners 

available to be used as well as more farmers being open to having them due to losing other 

sources of male labour.38 

In March 1918, the county of Essex had 12 prisoners of war camps set up in the county, 

housing 350 men and 480 old army horses for agricultural work.39 The Oxfordshire War 

 
33 Dewey, (1989), p: 120. 
34 Ibid, pp: 120-121. 
35 Ibid, pp: 120-121. 
36 War Cabinet Meeting, Number: 297, Minute 9, 13th of December 1917, Held at the National Archives, (CAB-
23-4-71). 
37 Dewey, (1989), p: 122. 
38 Ibid, p: 122. 
39 Sheail, John, ‘Land Improvement and Reclamation: The Experience of the First World War in England and 
Wales’ in the Agricultural History Review, Vol. 24.2, (1976), p: 113. 
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Agricultural Committee had 5 camps for the 195 German prisoners of war they had working 

on farms in the county.40 In April 1918, the Glamorgan Executive Subcommittee decided to 

limit the number of German prisoners to 40 to 50 per group when working on farms for 

safety reasons.41 Lincolnshire, which was strongly against using prisoners, finally agreed to 

have 175 Prisoners of War on farms in the spring of 1918.42 It could be argued that the 

difference in opinions around the use of prisoners on farms was for a few reasons. One 

being how involved the county was with the wider war effort. Lincolnshire was home to one 

of the largest agricultural industries in Britain, but it also had multiple airfields, army 

barracks, and tank production factories. This line of argument could explain why a county 

with such a big arable quota was so against prisoners for labour due to the risk of potential 

damage if prisoners escaped. There was also the argument of not wanting the 'enemy' in 

their county and the concern of losing their own men to the army.43 

By October 1918, there was 330 prisoners of war camps established across Britain for 

agricultural work.44 The vast uptake in prisoners as agricultural labour suggest that the use 

of prisoners of war on farms did somewhat combat the loss of labourers on farms in the 

last two years of the war as well as implying the roll out of such labour was taken with care. 

The case in Glamorgan where they limited the number of prisoners at each farm further 

suggests that there were the numbers to have a lot more prisoners on these farms at a 

single time for such a decision to be made. It is unlikely that these counties would have 

agreed to use prisoners if it were not for the introduction of the Food Production Policy and 

need for more labour to increase the arable production, as seen from the response from 

the counties in 1916. It is clear the opinion was strongly against having prisoners on the 

farm at the time. It was only after the introduction of the policy that opinions changed. 

 
40 Oxfordshire War Agricultural Committee Report on the 4th of November 1918, in Survey Subcommittee of 
the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/3/4). 
41 Executive Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 22nd April 1918, 
Held at the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/2/2). 
42 Executive Subcommittee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 31st March 1918, Held 
at Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
43 Ibid, 31st March 1918, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
44 Dewey, (1989), p: 124. 
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Although prisoners working on farms were still slow to be accepted by many farmers in 

Britain. This shows the wider need for labour in the industry. 

 

There were mixed opinions about women working in agriculture throughout the war. For 

many tenant farms before the war, female relatives would have done light tasks around the 

farm or helped with the harvest or hay making. However, most women would not have 

been involved in the arable or bigger livestock sectors before 1914.45 They would often be 

not on the payroll either, making it difficult for historians to work out how many women 

were involved in agriculture before the war. Despite the differing opinions on having 

women working in male positions on the farm, by October 1918, the demand for female 

labour was greater than the number of women available for work.46 

The outbreak of the war brought a stream of groups and organisations that aimed to 

encourage and train women in roles of agriculture to help reduce the labour shortages. The 

most well-known of these being the Women's Land Army that established in March 1917. 

However, others had formed throughout the war, the Women’s Gardening Union, which 

was an established union before the war, broadened itself to encourage agricultural 

practices within the first year of the war, changing its name to the Women’s Farming and 

Gardening Union.47 1914 also saw the creation of the Women's Defence Relief Corps which 

encouraged women into the industry to release men for the army without the industry 

taking a hit in the workforce. Later in 1917, the Board of Agriculture took over the 

organisation.48 

The Board of Agriculture worked with several colleges and schools throughout the war to 

train women in dairy and light farm practices; however, it was the Board of Trade’s 

responsibility to find the newly trained women employment from these courses.49 These 

 
45 Ibid, p: 51. 
46 Patterson, (N.D.), (FRC2243/A658). 
47 Dewey, (1989), pp: 54–55. 
48 Ibid, p: 54. 
49 Patterson, (N.D.), (FRC2243/A658). 
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training schemes were met with mixed opinions by farmers and women alike, farmers 

believed agriculture could not be taught in a classroom. Further, many women that had 

grown up in the rural setting did not take up the courses as they already knew the basics of 

light farming practices.50 

By July 1917, there were 2,317 women working full-time on farms in the Lindsey area of 

Lincolnshire with another 2,711 in part-time positions.51 In the same month, the Labour 

Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee noted that farmers in the 

county had become more open to hiring female labour due to shortages in male labour.52 

By the 13th of July 1918, 78 of the 350 women that were being trained in Glamorgan were 

employed on farms.53 By the end of September that same year, Glamorgan had 130 women 

working on the land in the county.54 These examples suggest that like prisoners of war, 

different counties were more open to women working on farms compared to others. 

Likewise, counties might have been more open to one group of labour compared to 

another. 

There were examples of farms all over Britain employing women, one farm in Devon was 

worked solely by women at one point in the war.55 A tenant farm in the same county hired 

women to harvest apples from its 30-acre orchard, paying each £15 a week.56 In 1917, the 

Agricultural Wages Board agreed to have the minimum wage be the same for women and 

men that were employed in agriculture. The Wages Board also classified anyone working in 

osier land (willow), woodland, orchards, market gardens, and nurseries to fall under 

agricultural employment and would have the same equal wage, which was a huge deal at 

 
50 Cooper, Glynis, Glossop in the Great War, (Sword & Pen Books Ltd, Barnsley, 2015), p: 52. 
51 Executive Subcommittee of the Lindsey War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 31st March 1918, Held 
at Lincolnshire County Council Archives, (FL/MISC/8/6/9). 
52 Labour Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 10th July 1917, Held at 
the Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/3/1/1). 
53 Ibid, 13th July 1918, (GC/WG/3/1/1). 
54 Ibid, 20th September 1918, (GC/WG/3/1/1). 
55 Patterson, (N.D.), (FRC2243/A658). 
56 Ibid, (FRC2243/A658). 
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the time.57 Likewise, the tractors that had been hired out to the County War Agricultural 

Committees were mostly driven by women.58 

The Women’s Land Army disbanded on the 30th of November 1918, after the potato harvest 

was completed. On its disbandment, over 43,000 women had been interviewed for 

positions in farming, with 23,000 having been selected to work on farms throughout the 

nation since the Women’s Land Army creation in 1917. Of these, 7,976 were awarded the 

Good Service Ribbon for 6+ months of active service to the Women’s Land Army.59 

Historian Antoine Prost points out that the history of the women that worked in agriculture 

during the war is greatly unknown after it ended.60 The organisation of women on farms 

throughout the war suggests that there was originally a feeling of women entering the 

industry as a sense of joining the war effort by entering the industry to free up men for the 

army. However, through the progression of the war the Board of Agriculture backed and 

encouraged more women into the industry. Therefore, it would be unfair to suggest that 

female labour, and the opinions surrounding them, was a direct result of the 1917 policies, 

but rather was the result from the wider war effort mentality that the First World War 

brought to the population of Britain. Although, farmers were not particularly optimistic 

about having women on their farms at the start of the war, this was more about gender 

roles at the time than anything else. 

 

The British government looked at other ways to solve the labour shortages on farms 

throughout the war. In the first two years of the war, many school children were released 

from schools to work on farms during the summer months. By the 16th of October 1916, 

14,915 children were on farms, with only 5 counties having not given some sort of 

 
57 Anon, ‘The Corn Production Act, Minimum Rates of Wages, the Provisions Explained, Agricultural Wages 
Board' in the Tamworth Herald, 22nd of September 1917, p: 2. 
58 Baldwin, Nick, Tractors, 1880s to 1980s, (Shire Publications, New York, 2010), pp: 16-17. 
59 Patterson, (N.D.), (FRC2243/A658). 
60 Prost, Antoine, The Great War in History: Debates and Controversies, 1914 to the Present, (Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 2020), p: 165. 
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exemptions to school children.61 In 1916, the Wiltshire Agricultural Committee asked the 

county’s Education Committee to hold earlier examinations so boys could get on farms 

sooner that summer to help with the harvest.62 In Glamorgan, the County War Agricultural 

Committee had looked at using schoolboys and Scouts for help with the 1917 harvest.63 By 

the 20th of July 1917, the committee had 117 schoolboys signed up to work on farms for 

the summer harvest.64 The use of child labour on the land seemed to fill a small hole in the 

labour shortages especially during the harvest season throughout the war period. The fact 

that this type of labour was used from the start of the war further provides evidence that 

the issues around the shortages in labour was an ongoing problem from the start of the war 

and not just an issue that needed to be address for food security reasons. It also highlights 

that the government was trying to find solutions to labour shortages before the 1917 

policies. 

 

Agricultural labour shortages were not only discussed within the Board of Agriculture, but it 

was also at the attention of different departments at a national level. At the December 

1917 War Cabinet meeting, Sir Auckland Geddes (the Minister of National Service) stated 

that there might be 1,000 skilled ploughmen in the New Zealand Reserves (based in Britain) 

who could be loaned for 2 and a half months if the New Zealand military services were 

willing to lend them on furlough to help with the spring cultivation. Geddes further supplied 

the fact that in Denmark there was 3-5,000 deserters from the German army that were out 

of work; and with Denmark’s approval, there could be skilled farmworkers in that number 

that could be brought over for work. He further stated that there were over 20,000 Danes 

that were also unemployed that might be useful for the agricultural industry whether on the 

land or as butter and margarine makers.65 This suggests that the government were willing 

 
61 Dewey, (1989), p: 48. 
62 Ibid, p: 48. 
63 Labour Subcommittee of the Glamorgan War Agricultural Committee, Minutes Book, 10th July 1917, Held at 
Glamorgan Archives, (GC/WG/3/1/1). 
64 Ibid, 20th July 1917, (GC/WG/3/1/1). 
65 War Cabinet Meeting, Number: 297, Minute 8, 13th of December 1917, Held at the National Archives, (CAB-
23-4-71). 
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to explore many different avenues to combat the labour issue they had in the industry. The 

talks about the use of foreign workers on British farms must have been spoken about 

before this meeting as the Bakewell District War Agricultural Committee had the topic of 

employing Danes on their meeting agenda in early 1916.66 This implies that the 

employment of Danish workers had been investigated before the War Cabinet meeting in 

December 1917, and it was a serious enough idea for it to be sent out to the County War 

Agricultural Committees for their opinions on the matter. This raises the question of 

whether the government were going round in circles trying to find solutions for the labour 

shortages with old ideas that had been previously discarded or whether there were already 

Danish workers in Britain at the time of this War Cabinet meeting and Geddes hoped to get 

more of them for the industry. 

 

As this chapter has already demonstrated, the issues surrounding labour shortages were a 

continuous problem for the industry throughout the war. The Times newspaper in October 

1918 reported that there was a training scheme for returning officers from the army and 

navy to get into agriculture.67 The scheme was set up by the Empire Land Settlement 

Committee of the Royal Colonial Institute. It proposed practical training aimed for officers 

that had not been in the industry before the war in mixed farming. The training started with 

three months of practical mixed farming, followed by a further three months of theory and 

bookkeeping training at an agricultural college, before another six to nine months of 

practical work; with potential for overseas opportunities when finished. The article states 

that several counties in the United Kingdom had already started making plans for the 

County War Agricultural Committees to take control of the scheme in their respective 

counties.68 This suggests that the government were not only expecting people to want to 

move abroad to work in the industry, but it was putting together a training course to help 

 
66 Bakewell District War Agricultural Committee Meeting Agenda, 9th of February 1916, Held at the Devonshire 
Collection (Chatsworth Estate) Archives, (DE/CH/2/1/85). 
67 Anon, ‘Farming for Officers’ in The Times Newspaper, 1st of October 1918, p: 6. 
68 Ibid, 1st of October 1918, p: 6. 
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retiring officers to go into the industry and provide the opportunity for them to move to 

other parts of the empire. 

The fact that other committees and departments of government were creating schemes 

surrounding agriculture for returning men is interesting as it shows that there was 

intertwining interests of the British government at the time involving the industry. It further 

suggests that it was not only the Board of Agriculture that could be to blame for the 

regression back into the pre-war depression and labour shortages, but, rather, a mixture of 

departments in the government that were using the industry to solve labour problems at 

the end of the war. The fact that this scheme was offering up to a year of labour for the 

industry as part of its training also suggests that the industry would experience a delay 

after the war before numbers in its workforce started to drop back to pre-war levels. 

Likewise, after the Armistice, large numbers of prisoners carried on working on farms due 

to slow repatriations and counties being reluctant to lose the labour that had been 

gradually accepted by the industry. There were still 30,679 prisoners working on farms in 

January 1919 and the number had only dropped to 25,103 by the September with 321 of the 

camps were still in service.69 The slow reduction of prisoners leaving the industry after the 

war would have also slowed down the return to the pre-war workforce numbers in the 

industry. 

 

Overall, the British agricultural industry had labour shortages before 1914, that the war 

only heightened. The Board of Agriculture reacted to it in a similar urgency they did with the 

farm horses to try and combat the fall out of the loss of men in the industry. The Food 

Production Policy did play a factor into the need of finding labour to work the land due to 

the increase in arable land that needed people work it. It would be wrong to argue it was 

the only reason the British government tried to solve the shortages as they were actively 

trying from the outbreak of the war. However, it could be argued that the wartime policies 

 
69 Dewey, (1989), pp: 124-126. 
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made those in the industry more willing to try different groups for labour due to the 

expansion of arable land and the need for extra labour to do so. Nationally, the uptake of 

these different groups was widely accepted by the end of the war, even in regions that had 

actively expressed concerns or opposed them, still ended up using these groups by the 

end of the war. 

From the outbreak of the war, there were private organisations forming to combat the loss 

of men with female labour. The Board of Agriculture and the War Office worked closely to 

get soldiers on the farms for the important times in the arable calendar to maintain the 

food production levels. However, the Board of Agriculture investigated many different 

avenues of labour throughout the war to try and solve the shortages the industry faced. It 

was only after the introduction of the Food Production Policy that the industry was more 

open to these different options presented to them. 
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Conclusion 

The worldwide poor harvest in 1916 and the German unrestricted submarine campaign at 

the start of 1917 forced the British government to intervene, however reluctantly, into the 

agricultural industry. Once implemented, the Corn Production Act and the Food 

Production Policy were at the centre of all the government’s involvement in the industry, 

from providing machinery, alternative fertiliser, and sourcing labour replacement. 

Therefore, it is justifiable to say the urgent need to sustain the food supply was focused on 

crisis management with no thought for the sustainability of the industry after the war. 

Despite the Board of Agriculture and Fisheries overseeing the running of the industry, 

multiple other government departments influenced the industry during the war, mainly 

regarding to labour and materials as resources were needed in different areas of the 

economy for the war effort. This study has also highlighted how the government action 

often trailed behind local initiative in the implementation of policy, which was a major 

factor in the industry’s successful contribution to the war effort. 

Throughout this study, it has been revealed that the war was not the sole reason for 

changes the industry faced during the period as it was first believed. The war fell at a point 

where natural change and advances were happening throughout several parts of the 

agricultural industry. The British weather influenced both arable production and livestock 

numbers throughout the war, while disease outbreaks were a constant concern for 

livestock farmers at the start of the war that impacted livestock numbers before the 

Ploughing-up Campaign even began. The war can therefore be argued to have intensified 

these natural factors, as more farmers had to change farming practices to aid the war 

effort and these natural changes. However, as seen throughout, the government policies 

meant little to farmers that could not profit from a certain style of farming such as those in 

upland areas who increased sheep flocks after poor harvests. 

One thing this thesis has stressed is the importance of regional differences in the industry 

during this period. The County War Agricultural Committees were important in the 
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establishment of the Ploughing-up Campaign as well as the organisation and 

communication between the central government and the farmers in the counties. The work 

done by these committees can be argued to have been beneficial in supporting the 

industry on a county level through the organisation of machinery and labour and 

knowledge of the industry in the area. The regional differences seen throughout this work 

further supports the idea that these committees were needed during the war as British 

agriculture was too complex to be managed from the central government in London.  

The crop and livestock returns from the sixteen counties used in this study clearly highlight 

how areas of Britain all fared differently throughout the war, and that only studying the 

national picture fails to show the true complexity of the industry at the time. As seen in the 

arable and livestock chapters, there were big differences between the figures in 1914 and 

1918 with each county experiencing the war differently. Furthermore, the study into these 

counties suggest that there was varying success to the wartime policies as a county could 

increase its grain production while seeing a decrease in its total arable land, while another 

could see its livestock numbers increase despite the efforts to increase arable production. 

These regional differences prove that areas in Britain felt the impact of the wartime policies 

differently and for many reasons. Counties which had mixed farming practices before the 

war such as Lincolnshire and Norfolk did well to increase their arable production. 

However, soil conditions affected what could be grown in these areas, with the example of 

Lincolnshire seeing a much smaller increase in its wheat production compared to other 

counties. Counties with a deep history of sheep farming or upland farming struggled to 

increase arable production due to the difference in climate and drastic change in farming 

practices. Regional differences were also apparent in the allocation of government 

resources and labour, with counties with more privately owned machinery not needing to 

lease as much from the government, but more inclined to share these machines with 

others locally. 

Overall, the British agricultural industry saw a brief break from its economic depression 

during the war as government intervention pushed it out of depression in a successful 

effort to secure food security. Not all farmers had a positive experience during the war as 
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arable production was put above livestock due to the efforts to made to increase food 

production as imports dropped. The war did not see a complete stop to imports on the 

home market, but rather a reduction in the number of imports that the British industry had 

to fill to keep the nation’s food supply from running out. In this sense, the government 

wartime policies on the industry were a success in increasing food production enough to 

keep the Britain’s food supply secure during the war. The late establishment of the polices 

and the industry having to balance manpower and resources between itself and the wider 

war effort inevitably limited how successful the nation was at increasing food production. 

The end of the First World War did not see an immediate return the pre-war state for the 

industry as it took a few years for the world market to recover before it could flood the 

British market with imports. The British government’s delay in dropping support for the 

industry also stalled the return to the pre-war economy for the industry. 
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