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Insofar as the term career connotes the possibility of development, promotion, and 
earnings growth over the course of ones work-life, Victorian agricultural labour 
would on first consideration hardly seem a promising topic for the history of 
careers. It was commonly regarded as unskilled, poorly paid, and offering little 
prospect for advancement. Moreover, the market for Victorian English farm 
workers has sometimes been characterized as a casual, spot market with 
considerable worker turnover on a given farm which would seem to further limit 
any career aspects.  

However, fuller consideration of the literature on the English farm worker 
suggests a more complex picture. Acknowledgement of substantial skill on the part 
of farm workers has a pedigree going back at least to Adam Smith (1776, p. 142) 
and the Royal Commission on Labour (1893-4, p. 38) affirmed this. More recent 
historical accounts have acknowledged the gradations of skill present in various 
types of farm work. This literature has also suggested the prospect of promotion to 
more skilled positions within agriculture as well as the possibility of accumulating 
resources for renting or acquiring a farm (Armstrong, 1988; Dewey, 2000; 
Howkins, 1992; Mingay, 2000, p. 766; Short, 2000, p. 1282). Farms often had a 
core of workers hired on contracts of at least a year as well as a group of more 
transient workers (Howkins, 1992).  

While career dimensions of agricultural labour have been acknowledged they 
have not been very fully explored in the literature on the English farm worker 
(Armstrong, 1988; Dewey, 2000; Howkins, 1992). However, the sheer size of the 
Victorian English agricultural labour market would suggest that the topic of careers 
within Victorian agriculture deserves further consideration. In 1851, 19 percent of 
the occupied male English labour force were agricultural labourers or farm 
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servants; even in 1891, the percentage was 8.3 percent, well in excess of the 2.7 
percent who were employed in cotton textile production in that year (calculated 
from Armstrong, 1972). Moreover, agricultural labour markets were subject to 
broader forces of social and economic change, thus impacting on work-life patterns 
of those who remained in agriculture. And insofar as the modern career has been 
associated with industrialization, urbanization and a shift out of agriculture, the 
work-life histories of farm workers provide a useful benchmark for manufacturing, 
commercial, and other urban careers. 

This study will consider a number of dimensions of the work-life of English 
farm labourers during the Victorian and Edwardian era. It will employ sources 
from the county of Norfolk. The Eastern English agricultural labour market 
including Norfolk has commonly been depicted as more transient and casual than 
those in the Western and Northern parts of the country (Howkins, 1985; Howkins, 
1992). It will turn first to social origins and patterns of recruitment of agricultural 
labourers in order to gain perspective on the extent to which farm work was a 
distinctive way of life with limited external recruitment of those not familiar with 
it. Then rates of career occupational mobility for those who were initially labourers 
will be examined to ascertain the extent to which mobility both within the 
agricultural sector and to occupations outside of it occurred. The extent of 
geographical migration and persistence will be assessed in order to determine the 
extent to which farm workers remained in the same parish as that in which they had 
been born with a possible accompanying parochial outlook. The extent to which 
wages rose with age will be employed as an indicator of the extent of skill 
development. Finally evidence on attachment of workers to a given farm will be 
examined to measure trends in employment stability.  

 
 

Sources 
 

This study will explore the work life history of farm labourers from the county of 
Norfolk in England in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by making use 
of two types of sources. The first source consists of a sample of linked marriage 
and census records for those who married in Norfolk rural counties circa 1840, 
1850, 1860, and 1870. This sample permits an examination of change in 
occupation from that listed on marriage registers to that reported on subsequent 
census records for those who were initially engaged in farm work at marriage as 
well as patterns of migration and intergenerational trends for this group. The 
sample was constructed by linking marriage registers for some 90 rural Norfolk 
parishes with corresponding records in the 1851 and 1881 English censuses; those 
marrying between 1837 and 1843 were linked with the 1851 census; those 
marrying between 1847 and 1873 were linked with the 1881 census. For more 
detail on this data set see Mitch (2003).  

The second type of source is the farm labour account book, which lists names, 
wages, and tasks of farm labourers hired on a given farm over the agricultural year. 
This source has been used in previous studies to examine patterns of employment 
over the farm year in the  nineteenth century. See for example Thomas (1973-74) 
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and Turner, Beckett, and Afton (2001, pp. 51-54). Use will be made here of an 
unusually long run of farm account books for at Norfolk farm that span almost 80 
years. This will facilitate examining the work life of workers employed on that 
farm over a period subject to considerable change in agrarian life. In particular it 
will allow examination of wage profiles over time of individual workers and trends 
in the tenure and turnover of the work force of this farm. 

 
 
Origins 

 
Considering the family origins of those who were recruited into such work 
provides one indicator of the nature of agricultural labour as a career activity in 
Victorian England. Although the agricultural sector was declining in relative terms 
in Britain in the second half of the nineteenth century, as noted above, about a fifth 
of the overall English adult male labour force in 1851 were agricultural labourers. 
Insofar as the agricultural labour market was a spot one, well integrated with the 
overall labour market, one might expect that recruiting a labour force of this size 
would involve recruitment from diverse social origins. However, a counter 
perspective is that farm labour involved a distinctive way of life and that those 
recruited would come disproportionately, perhaps exclusively, from children of 
agricultural labourers. This could reflect the general familiarity with farm life and 
with channels of recruitment on the part of children of agricultural labourers but it 
could also reflect enhanced opportunities to acquire skills associated with farm 
work.  

Table 13.1 reports the various combinations of occupational categories both at 
marriage and of fathers at marriage for those in the Norfolk sample who were 
recorded as agricultural labourers in the 1851 or 1881 censuses. The mean age for 
this sample was 38.5 years in the 1851 census sample and 40.2 years in the 1881 
census sample. This mid-career perspective on recruitment is chosen primarily 
because the census recorded those in agricultural labour as either agricultural 
labourer or farm labourer in contrast with the rather ambiguous term used on the 
marriage register of labourer. Most of those in this sample listed as labourers at 
marriage were probably agricultural labourers but there is no way to definitely 
ascertain this. By considering occupation at marriage as well as occupation of the 
father, possible channels of recruitment into farm work for those who were not 
agricultural labourers at marriage can be considered.  

On the one hand it can be noted that Table 13.1 indicates substantial 
recruitment from non-labourer sources either in terms of father’s occupation or in 
terms of those who worked outside of agriculture at marriage. However, purely 
external, non-agricultural recruitment defined as both father’s occupation and 
occupation at marriage being non-agricultural was relatively small, less than five 
percent of agricultural labourers from either census sample. And non- agricultural 
sources of recruitment did decline between 1851 and 1881.  
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Table 13.1 Occupational origins of Norfolk bridegrooms, who reported 
agricultural labour occupations in the 1851 and 1881 censuses (percent) 

1851  
Bridegrooms’ occupations at marriage, 1837-43 

Father’s occ. Labourer Farmer AS/SF  Non-ag. 
Labourer 68.3 0 1.0 4.8 
Farmer 1.9 4.8 0 1.9 
AS/SF 1.0 0 1.0 0 
Non-ag. 10.6 0 0 4.8 

Mean age: 38.5 years 
N = 104 
 

1881  
Bridegrooms’ occupations at marriage, 1867-73 

Father’s occ. Labourer Farmer AS/SF Non-ag. Retired 
Labourer 77.2 0 1.0 0.5 2.7 
Farmer 1.5 2.0 0 0.5  
AS/SF 2.0 0 2.5 0.25  
Non-ag. 6.7 0.5 0 2.73  

Mean age: 40.2 years 
N = 403 
Source: Linked sample of Norfolk marriages and census records described in the text. 
Note: AS/SF = Agricultural Skilled or Small Farmer; Father’s occ. = Father’s 
occupation reported at the marriage of the bridegroom; Non-ag. = Non-agricultural. 
In each panel, the total sum over all cells adds up to 100 percent. 

 
Nevertheless, recruitment into this line of work from outside the agricultural sector 
was a possibility. Recruitment from those who had been farmers at marriage or 
whose fathers had been farmers declined between 1851 and 1881 as well. 
However, recruitment from agricultural skilled or small farmers (including 
occupations such as groom, gardener, and husbandman) increased between the two 
census years. But if internal recruitment is defined as those who in mid-career had 
both a labourer father and were themselves a labourer, then the internal recruitment 
rate was over two thirds for the 1851 sample and rose to over three quarters for the 
1881 sample. As agriculture went into decline, recruitment apparently occurred 
increasingly internally. 

Rates of internal recruitment were substantially lower for those who were mid-
career farmers, farm bailiffs or more skilled agricultural workers than for 
agricultural labourers. The percentage of those reporting the occupation of farmer 
at time of the census and who were both farmers at marriage and who at time of 
marriage reported that their fathers were farmers was 43 percent in the 1851 
sample and 46 percent in the 1881 sample. Of some 20 men who reported the 
occupation of groom at the 1881 census, none had a father who was a groom while 
ten had been grooms or a coachman at marriage; seven had fathers who were 
labourers and seven had been labourers themselves at marriage. However, six had 
fathers in other skilled or managerial agricultural occupations (bailiff, shepherd, 
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woodman, servant, gamekeeper, carrier) and two had been servants at marriage. Of 
14 who were listed as shepherds in the 1881 census, five had fathers who were 
shepherds while six had fathers who were labourers, while six had been shepherds 
at time of marriage and seven had been labourers. It should be noted that an 
important factor in the lower rates of self-recruitment into farming and more 
skilled agricultural occupations is their much smaller share of the labour force than 
agricultural labourers and hence lower purely random odds of self-recruitment. 
Another occupation of interest for comparison is that of miner since mining has 
had a reputation for high rates of internal recruitment (Church, 1986, pp. 217-222; 
Mitchell, 1984, pp. 119-20). From a national sample of marriages for the period 
1839-43, the percentage of miners at marriage whose fathers were also miners was 
69 percent, similar to the percentage of agricultural labourers in the 1851 sample 
whose fathers were labourers and who were labourers at marriage (Mitch, 1993). 
However, for a sample from 1869-73, only 46 percent of miners at marriage had 
fathers who were miners. The low rates of self-recruitment for miners in the later 
time period can be attributed to the accelerated expansion of the mining sector in 
the last half of the nineteenth century.  

Considering the occupation of their bride’s father for agricultural labourers who 
were labourers at the time of their marriage and whose fathers were reported as 
labourers at the time of the son’s marriage as well provides a further perspective on 
recruitment. Of the 1851 sample, 80.6 percent married brides whose fathers were 
labourers and from the 1881 sample, 79.1 percent did. Comparison with other 
occupational groups indicates that these are quite high rates of endogamy by 
occupation. The same sample of miners at marriage referred to above indicates that 
51.6 percent of miner grooms during the period 1839-43 had married brides whose 
fathers were miners while for the period 1869-73 this percentage was 41 percent. 
For other occupations rates of endogamous marriages were generally below 20 
percent (Mitch, 1993). Again, high rates of endogamy for agricultural labourers 
can in part be attributed to the large pool of daughters of agricultural labourers 
available, but these rates of endogamy would seem considerably higher than can be 
accounted for by chance alone.  

Patterns of recruitment suggest that farm labour constituted a distinctive way of 
life. At the same time, entrance into agricultural labour from those with origins 
outside of this occupation or agriculture more generally was hardly a rare 
occurrence.  

 
 

Occupational Mobility after Marriage 
  
To what extent did those who were farm labourers in early adulthood move to 
other occupations at later ages? Table 13.2 reports occupational categories at the 
time of the census approximately ten years after marriage for those who reported 
they were labourers at marriage. Samples of marriages from the years 1837-43 and 
1867-73 were linked to the 1851 and 1881 censuses respectively. The occupation 
in the 1881 census is also shown for those who reported that they were labourers 
when they married in 1847-53 and 1857-63.  
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The overall rates of occupational mobility after marriage reported in Table 13.2 
lend themselves to alternative interpretations, emphasising the degree of continuity 
on the one hand and the presence of mobility on the other. A clear majority of 
labourers at marriage were agricultural labourers approximately ten years later. 
However, in both time periods, there were substantial proportions who reported 
occupations other than agricultural labourer, almost a third in 1851 and over 40 
percent in 1881. 

Most of those who were labourers at marriage in both time periods and 
subsequently changed occupations moved into non-agricultural occupations. 
However, it is notable that movement to higher status agricultural occupations 
actually increased between the two time periods despite the general decline of 
agriculture in Norfolk. This may reflect an increasing differentiation of agricultural 
tasks.  

A key ambiguity in Table 13.2 concerns interpretation of those who reported 
the occupation of labourer or general labourer at the time of the census. One issue 
concerns whether these labourers were really employed outside of agriculture; the 
census classification would suggest that they were. A second issue concerns 
whether there was any change in status entailed for those who may have been 
agricultural labourers at marriage, even if labelling themselves as labourers, who 
were then classed as labourers or general labourers at the census. Some 
classification schemes do rank general labourers or labourers below agricultural 
labourers; but some activities such as dock work could have entailed higher pay. 
Whatever the direction of change in status, it is noticeable that in 1881, the 
proportion reporting the occupation of labourer was double that in 1851; this would 
seem consistent with movement out of agriculture even within rural Norfolk during 
this period. 

Those who were in more skilled agricultural or agricultural managerial 
occupations at marriage provide one point of reference in terms of occupational 
mobility after marriage. Consideration will be given here to grooms, shepherds, 
and farm bailiffs from the sample linked to the 1881 census. What is notable is the 
high degree of occupational continuity between marriage and census for shepherds. 
Of nine males marrying during the period 1867-73 who were identified as 
shepherds at marriage, six were also shepherds at the time of the 1881 census; two 
others were agricultural labourers in 1881 while one was a general labourer. Thus 
occupational continuity was almost as high for shepherds as for labourers, while 
shepherds given their skilled status were at greater risk for downward mobility. 
Continuity was not quite as strong for those caring for horses. Of 25 men who 
listed the occupation of groom at marriage during the period 1867-73, 44 percent 
were either grooms or in closely related occupations (stableman, coachman) at the 
1881 census; 28 percent were agricultural labourers or labourers at the 1881 
census, a slightly lower down-sliding rate than for shepherds; 12 percent had 
moved into other skilled agricultural or similar occupations in the 1881 census 
(gardener, domestic servant, agricultural engine driver); eight percent had moved 
into craft occupations (cabinet maker, leather currier) while one became a farmer 
and one a commercial clerk.  
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Table 13.2 Occupational mobility between marriage and subsequent censuses 
for those who were labourers at marriage in a sample of Norfolk parishes 
(percent in each category)  

 Census of 
1851 

Married 
1837-43 

Census of 
1881 

Married 
1867-74 

Census of 
1881 

Married 
1857-64 

Census of 
1881 

Married 
1847-54 

Average age at census date 
(years) 

39.3 38 46.6 56.5 

Agricultural labourer 68.85 58.0 59.6 46.8 
Labourer 5.7 11.6 8.8 10.6 
Ag. non-labourer 6.6 10.2 15.8 17.0 

Ag. skilled 1.6 4.9 5.3 2.1 
Ag. manager/bailiff 0 1.70 3.5 2.1 
Farmer 3.3 2.0 3.5 6.4 
Small farmer 1.6 1.5 3.5 6.4 

Total agricultural     
Without labourer 75.4 68.2 75.4 63.8 
With labourer 81.15 79.8 84.2 74.4 
Non-ag. non-labourer 18.85 20.2 15.75 25.6 

Construction 0 1.85 1.75 6.4 
High skill metal 2.6 1.4 1.75 4.3 
High skill other 2.5 0.9 1.75 4.3 
High skill textile 0 0.15   
Petty commercial 0 1.2 1.75  
Service 2.5 1.85 1.75  
Semi-skill other 4.9 2.6 3.5 2.1 
Semi-skill textile 0.8 0.3   
Transport 2.5 4.9 1.75  
Unemployed/retired 0 1.1 1.75 6.4 
Other 3.3 3.9 0 2.1 

Total non-ag. (with lab.) 24.6 31.8 24.55 36.2 
N 122 648 57 47 

Source: sample of linked Norfolk marriage and census records described in the text.  
Note: Ag. = agricultural; non-ag. = non-agricultural; lab. = labourer. In totals for agriculture 
and non-agriculture, labourers are allocated alternatively to agriculture (total agricultural 
with labourer) and to non-agriculture (total non-agriculture labourer). 

 
Literate labourers at marriage displayed a greater propensity for subsequent 

occupational mobility than those who were illiterate (see Table 13.3). This 
advantage to literacy was greater in the earlier time period than the later one. While 
the advantage to literacy occurred for both movement to higher status occupations 
within agriculture and to non-agricultural jobs, the advantage was considerably 
greater in movement to agricultural-skilled jobs, especially in the earlier time 
period.  
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Table 13.3 Occupational mobility between marriage and census for labourers 
and were labourers at marriage who were sons of labourers according to 
signature ability (percent in each category)                                                                                 

 1851 1881 
Census occupation Lit. Illit. Lit. Illit. 
Agricultural labourer 62.5 79.5 43.8 56.9 
Agricultural skill 20 2.6 8.4 3.1 
Farmer 0 1.3 1.1 2.6 
Labourer (general or not otherwise 
defined) 

0 7.7 22.5 15.9 

Non-agricultural 18.75 10.2 24.2 21.5 
N 16 78 178 195 

Source: Sample of linked Norfolk marriage and census records described in the text. 
Note: Lit. indicates ability to sign the marriage register. Illit. indicates that a mark was made 
on the marriage register. 

 
In Table 13.4, the proportion of those who were labourers at marriage who 

subsequently became farmers rises with age while the proportion moving to non-
agricultural occupations declines somewhat. Similarly, allowing for 20 and 30 year 
intervals of mobility after marriage in Table 13.2 modestly increases rates of 
upward mobility into farming and farm bailiff positions for those who were 
initially labourers.  

 
Table 13.4 Occupational mobility between marriage 1867-74 and 1881 census 
by age at census for those who were labourers at marriage who were sons of 
labourers (percent in each category)  

 Age at census 
Census occupation <30 30 to 40 40 to 50 >50 
Agricultural labourer 70.4 66.4 67.3 65.1 
Agricultural skilled 5.4 8.8 6.1 2.3 
Farmer 0 0.8 4.1 7.0 
Non-agricultural 24.3 24.0 22.4 25.6 
N 37 262 49 43 

Source: sample of linked Norfolk marriage and census records described in the text.  
 
This presumably reflects the older age in 1881 of those who married in the two 
earlier time periods, although it may also reflect secular developments in the labour 
market that may have occurred between these time periods; in other words, further 
analysis is required to disentangle age from cohort effects.  

That the majority or near majority of the sample of labourers at marriage in 
Table 13.2 were also agricultural labourers in a later census along with the fact that 
what occupational change did occur was predominantly into non-agricultural 
occupations would seem to tell against the presence of career elements to 
agricultural labour in the sense of any regularity to promotion and advancement. 
However, some degree of regularity in career advancement for agricultural labour 
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is suggested by the enhancement of advancement prospects within agriculture by 
literacy and by age.2 

 
 

Migration 
 

By etymology, the term career refers to course or movement. Considering patterns 
of geographical migration for those engaged in farm work provides some 
perspective in a literal sense on their careers. A common stereotype is that the 
typical agricultural labourer spent his entire life in the village in which he was 
born. In this vein, Perry’s  (1969) study of the working poor in rural Dorsetshire 
parishes found that in the early Victorian period about 80 percent of marriages 
were intra-parochial, that is with bridegroom and bride both residing in the same 
parish. However, some studies of pre-industrial England have emphasized the 
presence of considerable short distance migration (Kitch, 1992). The 
historiography of East Anglian farm labour takes a middle ground between these 
two extremes, asserting the presence of a group of workers who remain throughout 
their lives in their native village but also acknowledging the presence of substantial 
migration of farm workers (Howkins, 1992, 97; Robin, 1980). The issue remains of 
where between the two extremes migration rates for agricultural labourers actually 
lay.  

Crude indications of the extent of geographical migration are provided by 
considering the percentages of grooms whose marriage parish was the same as 
their birth parish and by comparing census parish with marriage and birth parish. 
More refined measures would among other things make allowance for migration 
between these intervals as well as the distance involved in any movement between 
parishes. Table 13.5 reports evidence on this. These figures are similar to those 
Short reported for 1851 with about half of the rural population born in their parish 
of residence. But the 1881 figures are considerably below those found in a study of 
lowland parishes in 1871 where between 70 and 80 percent of male agricultural 
labourers and farm servants worked in their parish of birth. (Short, 2000, p. 1284). 
Persistence rates between birth and time of marriage for career agricultural 
labourer did not change much between the 1851 and 1881 samples. However, 
persistence rates between marriage and time of the census for this group did fall 
markedly between the two samples as did the proportion who remained in the same 
parish at census, marriage, and birth. This suggests that as agriculture went into 
decline in Norfolk in the third quarter of the nineteenth century, rates of short 
distance geographic mobility rose.  These results are consistent with those 
surveyed by Snell (2002, pp. 263-4) that indicate falling rates of geographical 
marital endogamy in rural English parishes during this period.   

                                                 
2 Mitch (2003) reports ordered probit estimates of the determinants of occupational status at 
time of the census for the Norfolk sample described here including those in all occupations 
at marriage, not just labourers. The results indicate that literacy and occupation at marriage 
had a substantial impact on the probability of not being in low status occupations, including 
agricultural labour. Age and father’s occupation had weaker impacts.  
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Table 13.5 suggests reasonably high rates of geographical persistence with over 
half of all ‘career’ agricultural labourers reporting the same parish at marriage and 
the census approximately ten years later. Moreover, almost 40 percent resided in 
the same parish at birth, marriage, and time of the census. However, they also 
imply substantial amounts of movement.  

 
Table 13.5 Geographic persistence for two time periods according to 
occupational mobility between marriage and census  

 BP = MP MP= CP BP = MP = CP N 
Norfolk: Born and married before the 1851 census 

Career ag. lab. 56.8 75 49.4 88 
Up mobile lab. 61.9 61.9 47.6 21 
     

Norfolk: Born and married before the 1881 census 
Career ag. lab. 52.6 55.3 39.4 327 
Up mobile lab. 48.6 47.7 38.5 109 
     

Birmingham: Born and married before the 1881 census 
Lab. at Marr.  4.3 82.6 4.3 23 
Skill. M. and C. 69.3 95.2 68.1 251 

Source: Norfolk sample of linked marriage and census records described in the text. 
Birmingham figures taken from a Birmingham sample described in Mitch (2003). 
Note: BP = Birth parish; MP = Marriage parish; CP = Census parish; Career ag. lab. = 
Labourer at marriage and agricultural labourer at census; Up mobile lab. = Labourer at 
marriage and higher status occupation at census; Lab at Marr. = Labourer at marriage 
regardless of subsequent change in occupation; Skill. M. and C. = Skilled occupation at both 
marriage and census.  
 
Indeed it is notable that career agricultural workers display more geographical 
mobility than Birmingham skilled workers at this time, based on figures from 
Mitch (2003). It is also of interest that those who were labourers at marriage in 
rural Norfolk but who moved upwards in occupational status by time of the census 
were only moderately more geographically mobile than career agricultural 
labourers. This could suggest the influence of local networks of influence in 
enhancing occupational mobility prospects.  

However, as already noted, these figures only represent point in time, snap shot 
pictures of location without making allowance for possible return migration 
between birth, marriage, and census nor for distance of moves. Some indication of 
the possible amount of temporary migration that has been missed comes from 
considering the birthplaces of children reported by these agricultural labourers in 
the 1881 census. Of the 181 career agricultural labourers who reported the same 
parish at marriage and at the census, 30 had children for whom a birthplace was not 
the marriage/census parish reported by the father. This implies that at least 16.6 
percent of these agricultural labourers moved at some point between marriage and 
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the time of the census even if returning to the marriage parish at the census.3 
Nevertheless the figures can still be interpreted as implying a considerable degree 
of residential attachment even if not complete immobility. Parishes in Norfolk 
were generally much smaller in size than in other English counties, which should 
lower the level of residential attachment as measured here.  

Furthermore, one can note that even those agricultural labourers who did move 
between marriage and census could conceivably have had potentially reasonably 
lengthy tenures with the same employer. In 24 cases the agricultural labourer 
moved between marriage and census and the age of at least one child born in the 
census parish can be determined.  
 
Table 13.6 Geographic persistence after marriage for ‘movers’ and ‘stayers’ 
(percent with same census parish as marriage parish) 

               ‘Stayers’ ‘Movers’ 
1851 census   
Career ag. labourers 87 59.3 
Upwardly mobile 76.9 37.5 
1881 census   
Career ag. labourers 74.9 33.5 
Upwardly mobile 79.2 17.9 

Source: Calculated from figures in Table 13.5. 
Note: ‘Stayers’ = Those with same birth parish as marriage parish; ‘Movers’ = Those with 
different birth parish as marriage parish; Career ag. labourers = Labourer at marriage and 
agricultural labourer at census; Upwardly mobile = Labourer at marriage and reporting 
higher status occupation at census. 
 
In these cases, the mean age of the oldest child so identified was 6.8 years, 
implying residence in the census parish for at least this period of time and hence 
possible sustained employment with one farmer. 

One would expect the probability of remaining in the same parish at time of the 
census as at marriage would be higher for those who married in the same parish in 
which they were born compared with those who married in a different parish. In 
other words, initial stayers might be expected to have different subsequent 
migration tendencies than initial movers. Table 13.6 provides evidence on this 
based on recalculating the results in Table 13.5. Stayers, defined as those who 
married in the same parish in which they were born, did exhibit a substantially 
greater tendency to remain in the same parish at time of the census compared with 
movers, defined as those whose marriage parish differed from their birth parish. 
The gap between movers and stayers in the propensity to remain in the same parish 
at census as at marriage was considerably wider in the 1881 sample than the 1851 
sample.  

                                                 
3 One should also note the possibility further problems in reported marriage and census and 
birthplace parish as discussed in detail in Higgs (1996) and Snell (1994). Also see Hochstadt 
(1999) for a discussion of how finely detailed German migration records provide a different 
picture from snapshot migration estimates.  
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Wage Profiles  
 

Considering age wage profiles of farm workers provides perspective on the extent 
of skill accumulation and incentives for long tenure. Relatively little attention has 
been given to the age-earnings profile for English farm workers, but what evidence 
does exist suggests relatively flat profiles compared with other occupations for 
ages between the late 20s through the early 60s (Burnette, 2000; Farr, [1895] 1975, 
pp. 534-35). Such putatively flat age-earnings profiles raise the issues of whether 
farm work entailed no further development of skill after early adulthood and 
whether farmers faced no incentives to discourage worker turnover by offering a 
premium for long-tenure on a given farm. In considering such issues, little 
attention has been given to longitudinal wage profiles for given workers.  

The labour books from Old Hall farm, Belaugh, Norfolk (located northeast of 
Norwich in the parish of Belaugh), provide a run of almost 80 years and thus allow 
consideration of the wage profiles of workers remaining with the farm over 
extended periods of time. The wage profiles of such workers may reflect workers 
with above average attachment to the farm. On the one hand, such workers may be 
less able to come up with alternative employment, in which case their profiles 
would understate that of more mobile workers. On the other hand, their long tenure 
may reflect superiority in ability or in the match between the farmer and the worker 
that could lead to an overstatement relative to more mobile workers. Nevertheless, 
there is reason to think that the profiles of these workers would have been shaped 
by that of the farm labour market more generally. If age-earnings profiles generally 
rose after early adulthood in Eastern English farm labour markets, flat profiles 
would have made it difficult for the Old Hall farm to retain workers.  
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Figure 13.1 John Riches – Age-wage profile between 1859 and 1911  
Source: Norf 9/1 University of Reading Agricultural History Archive. 
Note: Real wage figures obtained by adjusting for changes in purchasing power of the pound 
using McCusker (2003).   
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Figure 13.2 Aaron Neave – Age-wage Profiles 1866 to 1899  
Source: Norf 9/1 University of Reading Agricultural History Archive. 
Note: Real wage figures obtained by adjusting for changes in purchasing power of the pound 
using McCusker (2003). 
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Figure 13.3 Charles Riches – Age-wage Profile 1880 to 1938 
Source: Norf 9/1 University of Reading Agricultural History Archive. Real wage figures 
obtained by adjusting for changes in the purchasing power of the pound using McCusker 
(2003). 
 

If age-earnings profiles tended generally to be flat in Eastern English farm 
labour markets, then there would be little reason for Old Hall farm to offer profiles 
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rising with age. Figures 13.1, 13.2, and 13.3 present the age wage profiles for three 
different workers at different points in time from Old Hall farm. Some 
methodological problems with using weekly labour accounts to present age-
earnings profiles should be noted. It is cumbersome to report weekly statements of 
wages over a period of several years. This would suggest either cumulating or 
averaging over the period in question. However, to make feasible examination of a 
range of years, what is reported here is the wage reported on the first week of the 
agricultural year in question. A further problem is that frequently a standard 
weekly wage or wage pro-rated by days worked per week was entered but further 
payments for piece work were also noted; this point has been emphasised by 
Turner, Becket, and Afton (2001, p. 52). This raises the question of whether 
allowance should be made for these extra payments and their frequency in 
considering how earnings changed with age. These complexities are put to one side 
here to simply consider how the wage paid on the first week of each agricultural 
year changed over time for various workers. The wage profiles suggest three basic 
points, roughly consistent with profiles for 25 other workers constructed from the 
same set of labour books. First, there is an extended range of ages between the 
mid-twenties and mid-forties in which wages appear to be relatively flat. This can 
be interpreted as reflecting lack of skill acquisition or lack of incentive to reward 
ongoing tenure with the farm. However, this interpretation can only be regarded as 
a rough first approximation. In fact considerable fluctuation is evident in these 
profiles. Moreover, these are based on only one week’s observations for a given 
year, rather than yearly averages. As is especially evident in John Riches’ profile, 
earnings in a given week could spike considerably above adjacent levels, probably 
reflecting an entry for extra piecework earnings in the spiking week. Second, for 
the two workers for which evidence is available on wages at younger ages, the 
wage profiles do rise markedly between the early teens and early 20s. These two 
cases differ somewhat with regard to wage trends when these men were in their 
early twenties; in the one case wages are level while in the other they continue to 
rise through the middle twenties. Third, the contrast between the wage profile 
which extends through the first third of the twentieth century and the other profiles 
which end before 1914 highlights the importance of macroeconomic forces and 
economy wide trends in influencing both nominal and real wage trends. This is 
most evident in the sharp bump up in both real and nominal wages at the end of 
World War I and the very early 1920s. Moreover, real and nominal wages do not 
decline to their pre-war levels. However, during the later nineteenth century, real 
wages appear to have been more or less level during a period in which nominal 
wages and prices were falling suggesting some downward flexibility in nominal 
wages (see Fig. 13.1 with John Riches profile).  

Thus, this preliminary consideration of age-wage profiles does not suggest a 
gradual accumulation of skills or the offer of incentives for long-term tenure 
consistent with the development of skills specific to a given farm. It does suggest, 
however, some volatility and influence of secular macroeconomic trends on both 
nominal and real earnings for farm workers.  
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Job Attachment and Stability 
 

Most historians of English agricultural labor markets of the 17th, 18th and 19th 
centuries emphasize considerable regional and local variation in hiring and 
contractual arrangements that occurred. These ranged from yearlong or multi-year 
contracts for farm servants and skilled workers to casual day labor to gangs of 
women, children, and young adults contracted out on a temporary basis by gang 
masters to whichever farmer was in need of their services. As mentioned in the 
introduction to this chapter, farms often had a core of longer-term workers working 
alongside a fluctuating group of short-term workers with varying degrees of 
transiency (See Armstrong, 1988; Snell, 1985; Howkins, 1992).  

Evidence on length of attachment and regularity for employment will be 
considered here from a run of farm labour account books for a farm in Norfolk for 
the second half of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries. The 
account books were updated on a weekly basis and the basic set of statistics to be 
considered here concerns how many weeks each worker entered at some point 
remained on the books of the farm. As Turner, Beckett, and Afton (2001, p. 52) 
point out, one should be cautious about whether such entries fully account for piece 
rate payments; nevertheless, they can be taken as a lower bound on the extent of 
attachment to a given farm. Since the basic unit of observation thus becomes the 
length of the spell, no matter how long or short, the measures considered in the 
section generally correspond to what the literature on job duration has labelled 
termination-weighted duration (Akerlof and Main, 1981; Jacoby and Sharma, 
1992).  

The basic source to be considered here comes from Old Hall farm in Norfolk, 
the same source used to derive age-wage profiles in the previous section. The 
surviving account books run from 1859 through 1938 and thus offer continuous 
information on employment practices on the farm for almost eighty years. Both 
copying constraints and the time required to process weekly observations on 
individual workers over this period of time led to a focus on a few time periods: 
1859-64, 1900-01, 1915-16, and 1937-38.  

In measuring attachment to the farm by having ones name show up on weekly 
labour account books, one can distinguish between the total interval over which a 
given worker was listed and the number of separate spells of employment. Thus, 
over the period, 1859-64, a number of workers showed up frequently on the 
account books but with frequent interruptions. Here reference will be made both to 
the total interval from the first to the last time a given worker was paid and the 
number of separate employment spells within that interval.  

During the initial period, 1859-64, there is evidence of considerable turnover of 
the labour force, with a number of workers experiencing only short spells of 
employment but there also appears to have been a core group of workers who 
showed up over longer intervals of time, though also subject to frequent spells of 
interruption. Of a total of 43 adult male workers employed at any point between 
1859 and 1864, 11 had a total interval of attachment to the farm of four weeks or 
less. And seven of these showed up for only 1 week on the farm labour books. Of 
the 43, 28 showed up on the labour books for an interval of 40 weeks or less, 
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implying an overall period of attachment or association with the farm of less than 
one year. However, 15 had a period of attachment of 51 weeks or more with eight 
having an interval of attachment of 150 weeks or more, i.e. at least three years. It is 
noteworthy that these workers were not employed continuously on the farm. Even 
for the eight with three years or more of attachment to the farm, the average 
number of spells of employment was 7.9. 

As an example of the intermittent spells of employment which occurred, Figure 
13.4 plots the days worked per week between 1859 and 1864 for John Riches, a 
worker who as Figure 13.1 shows, worked at the farm over fifty years. Figure 13.4 
includes both weeks when he was paid day rates and weeks for which his work was 
solely on a piece rate basis (such as payments for making journeys).  

Further indication of the use of transient labour was the extensive listing of 
women, boys and girls on the labour book for this period. 16 boys, six women, two 
girls, and one female of undefined age range were listed on the labour books for 
the period 1859-64. Figure 13.4 makes the point that some farm labourers had long 
periods of attachment to this farm despite considerable volatility in week-to-week 
employment. This raises the possibility that volatility in week-to-week 
employment can move in different directions from length of overall attachment to 
the farm. Table 13.7 reports trends in measures of volatility in week-to-week 
employment on Belaugh Old Hall farm for selected years between 1862 and 1938. 
Table 13.7 suggests that the most marked shift in stability of employment occurred 
between 1915 and 1937.  
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Figure 13.4 John Riches – Days worked per week 1859-1864 
Source: Norf 9/1 University of Reading Agricultural History Archive. 
Note: In a few instances days worked per week exceeded 7 due to piece rate payments or 
compensation for other work previously performed. 
 
Comparing Figure 13.4 with Figure 13.5 that plots weekly employment patterns for 
John Riches’ son, Charles, over the agricultural year 1937-38, provides one 
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indicator of this change. The far more regular employment pattern of Charles was 
also present for his 14 colleagues during 1937-38 who were employed for over 40 
weeks that year. 
 
Table 13.7 Longer-term employment on Old Hall farm, Belaugh for select 
years between 1862 and 1938 (percent of all adult males employed in the given 
year working the given number of weeks) 

 Weeks employed Weeks employed 5 or more 
days/week  

Number of 
Adult Males 
Employed >40 25 − 39 > 40 25 − 39 

1862-3 45.45 0 36.4 9 11 
1900-01 37.5 12.5 21.9 12.5 32 
1915-16 37 26 30.8 19.2 26 
1937-38 75 0 70 5.0 20 

Source: Norf 9/1 University of Reading Agricultural History Archive. 
 
Table 13.8 provides some indicators of long-term attachment to the Belaugh 

Old Hall farm. Attachment in the table is measured by the number of years for 
which the name of a given worker appeared on the wage books either at the 
beginning, intermediate point, or end of the year; in other words at three different 
points during the farm year. Thus, workers who showed up during one of the other 
49 weeks of the year would have been missed. This procedure was used to make it 
feasible to go through all 79 years of labour books in the limited time available. 
Thus, these figures may tend to understate the overall length of attachment; which 
in general seems rather high. 
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Figure 13.5 Charles Riches – Days worked per week, 1937-38  
Source: Norf 9/1 University of Reading Agricultural History Archive. 
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Table 13.8 Length of attachment of farm workers to the Old Hall, Belaugh 
Farm 

Year Median 
Tenure as 
of Date 
(years) 

Median 
completed 

tenure 
spell 

(years) 

% of 
workers 
with 5 or 
less years 

of tenure at 
date 

% of workers 
at date with 5 
or less years 
of tenure in 
completed 

spell 

Number of 
workers on 
the farm 
on date 

1870 5 10 75 30 20 
1880 1 7 60 40 20 
1890 6 19 44 25 16 
1902 10 15 47 23.5 17 
1913 6 6 47 47 19 
1925 3 13 62.5 37.5 16 
1938* 11 11 28.6 28.6 14 

Source: Belaugh Old Hall Farm Labour Account Books, Norf 9/1, University of Reading 
Agricultural History Archives.  
Note: * The account books stop in 1938 since the farm changed ownership but did not cease 
operation (in fact it is still in operation as of this writing (2003). Thus, the estimate in this 
row provides a lower bound on actual completed tenure spells. 
 
Lengths of attachment in Table 13.8 exhibit no clear trend upwards or downwards. 
Movements in length of attachment appear to have showed no clear trend while job 
stability in the form of regularity of employment throughout the agricultural year 
increased markedly after 1916. 

That the rise in employment stability was not specific to Old Hall farm but 
reflected more general forces is suggested by several accounts of East Anglian 
agriculture for this period. Howkins’ (1985) account of Norfolk farm workers 
between 1870 and 1920 claims that before 1870, the Norfolk farm labour market 
had a large element of casual workers. Thereafter, Norfolk farming gradually 
shifted to a smaller and more regularly employed labour force (Howkins, 1985, p. 
10). Newby’s (1977) sociological study of Suffolk farm workers in the 1970’s 
argues that the substantial degree of employment regularity and employment 
attachment he finds emerged largely in the twentieth century with mid-nineteenth 
century agricultural labour markets being far more casual.  

In accounting for the increase in employment attachment, the literature on late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century English farm labour markets points to two 
general types of explanations.4 One class of explanation focuses on aspects of 
employer demand involving shifts from arable to pasture farming, mechanization, 
and other changes in methods of production that would reduce the temporary 

                                                 
4 Boyer (1990) argues that outdoor poor relief was used in Eastern and Southern 
regions of England as a way of retaining workers in a given parish during slack 
periods when they were not employed. However, outdoor poor relief had been 
eliminated by the 1850s.  
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demand for casual labour (Howkins, 1991). A second class of explanations can be 
termed the thin labour markets hypothesis. This explanation argues that there were 
changes both in demand behaviour of farmer-employers and the supply behaviour 
of farm workers as both the number of farmer-employers and of farm workers 
contracted in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Norfolk. From the 
perspective of employers, there was a shrinking supply of farm workers. Howkins 
(1985) points to two factors at work in this regard. First, there was shrinking 
supply of migrant harvest workers. Second, there was a widespread depopulation 
of rural Norfolk. Both of these factors contributed to tighter agricultural labour 
markets and an increasing reluctance by farmers to rely on temporary recruiting to 
meet peak seasonal labour demands. From the perspective of farm workers, Newby 
(1977) argues that workers who chose to remain in agriculture perceived a lack of 
opportunities in the sector. Thus, they were likely to commit early on in their 
career to one employer rather than repeatedly search for better positions as 
accounts of high labour turnover on mid-nineteenth century farms suggest. In 
accounting for the high average length of service on current farms of the Suffolk 
farm workers he surveyed in the 1970’s (with an average length of tenure on their 
current farm of 16.7 years (Newby, 1977, p. 161), Newby (1977) puts particular 
emphasis on the strength of personal relationships between farmers and workers (p. 
165).  

Two more specific factors can be mentioned. One is the rise of farm workers’ 
unions in Norfolk during the twentieth century. Farmers could have offered more 
regular employment either to forestall union organising or under pressure of union 
demands. A second factor would be particular tightness of agricultural labour 
markets during the two world wars (see Armstrong, 1988, p. 166; Howkins, 1985, 
p. 13). How exactly this would have affected job attachment remains to be 
specified and indeed raises the issue of whether such a transient episode could have 
longer-lasting effects. One explanation would be that wartime labour shortages 
amplified the forces pointed to by the thin-labour markets hypothesis. At any rate, 
the change in nominal wages was dramatic enough during each war as to warrant 
further consideration.  

A number of considerations suggest that employment stability on Old Hall 
farm, Belaugh, Norfolk was influenced by factors other than the shift in production 
methods and composition of crop-mix. First, the clearest increase in employment 
stability occurred after World War I, well after the shifts described by Howkins. 
Second, the rise in employment stability was not associated with either a decline in 
the number of adult males employed, or in the abandonment of the use of boys. 
The number of adult males employed at the start of the farm year in 1865 was 16 
while over the period 1927-38 this averaged 16.6. While employment of boys did 
decline from 5 to an average of only 0.146 over the period 1927-38, as late as the 
period 1919-26, employment of boys still averaged 2.5 at the start of each 
agricultural year. It should be noted that these averages are taken from weeks in 
October on the farm book; women did not generally show up at this point in the 
year, but did at subsequent points. Fuller analysis throughout the farm year will be 
required to properly measure the presence of women on the Old Hall farm labour 
force. Howkins (1985, p. 14) at points acknowledges the continuities present in 
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farm work during the Victorian and Edwardian period in Norfolk as well as the 
changes in the extent of shifts in production methods which occurred as well as the 
likely strengthening of personal ties between farmer and labourer (Howkins, 1985, 
p. 13).  

 
Table 13.9 Coefficient of variation in the weekly wage bill for select years and 
periods, Old Hall Farm, Belaugh 

Time Period Coefficient of variation  
1862 1.09 
1881 0.81 
1891 0.93 
1900-01 0.84 
1901-13 (average) 0.69 
1914-17 (average)  0.68 
1919-22 (average) 0.34 
1922-30 (average) 0.48 
1932-38 (average) 0.48 

Source: Norf 9/1 University of Reading Agricultural History Archive. 
Note: Coefficient of variation is over the farm year (52 weeks) in the weekly wage 
bill.  

 
That there was some change in farm practice associated with the rise in 

employment stability is suggested by the reduction over time in the coefficient of 
variation over the farm year in the weekly wage bill. Establishing the direction of 
causation and disentangling what specific changes in farm practice occurred and 
what changes in employment relationship were involved will require more detailed 
examination of these account books. However, the marked reduction in the 
coefficient of variation in the weekly wage bill over the agricultural year after 
World War I, points to changes in the mix of farm practice and employment 
relationships just after the war and the 1920’s as the key period of transition on the 
Old Hall farm. 

In sum, the case of Old Hall Farm indicates that lengthy periods of attachment, 
ten years or more, were common for some farm workers throughout the 80 years 
covered by the books, 1859 to 1938. However, after 1915, there appears to have 
been a marked increase in the proportion of workers hired on a full-time basis 
throughout the farm year. This change did not correspond to any obvious change in 
crop mix or production methods, but instead probably reflected changes in 
employment relationships and farm practice following wartime and early post-war 
changes in agricultural labour markets.  

The presence of both continuity and change in the conditions of farm labour in 
Victorian and Edwardian Norfolk are embodied in the cases of John Riches and his 
son Charles Riches. Each was listed on the Old Hall farm labour books for over 50 
years. John Riches’ association with Benjamin Ling, the farmer of Old Hall farm, 
in the later nineteenth century goes back to at least 1851 when both were in their 
late teens. John lived as a servant with Ling in the house of Ling’s father in another 
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part of Norfolk. In 1859, the first year of the labour account books, John Riches, 
then age 25, was paid for 33 out of 52 weeks, but all but one of these payments was 
on a piece rate basis for individual journeys made or other work. By the 1862-63 
agricultural year, John Riches was paid for five or more days a week for some 51 
weeks. In the 1900-1901 agricultural year both the father, now age 66 and the son, 
aged 30, were employed on the farm. The father was paid for five or more days per 
week for some 44 weeks and the son for 48 weeks. In the final year of the account 
books, 1937-38, the son, now age 67, was employed for five or more days per 
week for 46 weeks out of 52. John Riches earnings his first week on the job at Old 
Hall farm in 1859 at age 25 was seven and one half shillings; by 1901 he received 
10.5 shillings for the first week of the farm year. Using the Phelps-Brown/Hopkins 
cost of living adjustment, this was an 87 percent increase in real term (Phelps-
Brown and Hopkins, 1956; McCusker, 2003). Even in his last year on the account 
books (1911) when he was 77, he earned six shillings eight pence (18 percent 
greater in real terms than at age 25). Charles Riches first appeared on the labour 
books as a boy of ten in 1880 and was paid two shillings his first week on the job. 
By 1895, when he was aged 25 he earned 12 shillings a week and in 1938 at the 
age of 68 in the final week of the account book he was paid one pound 18 shillings, 
which when adjusted for inflation was 2.4 times the value of his earnings at age 25.  

Both father and son spent the bulk of their work-lives on Old Hall farm and 
both in their late sixties could count on regular employment throughout the year on 
the farm. Both experienced substantial real growth in their earnings over their 
work-lives. However, earnings growth was considerably more pronounced for the 
son because he was at work after 1914. Also unlike his father, Charles’ regularity 
of employment at the end of his career was common for workers on the farm, even 
those with a considerably shorter length of tenure. Between 1859 and 1938, a ‘job’ 
on Old Hall farm had gone from being an ‘odd or occasional piece of work’ to 
being an on-going ‘situation or employment.’ 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Farm work as practised in Victorian and Edwardian Norfolk offered a number of 
distinctive work-life elements. First, of all it seems to have been characterised by a 
high degree of recruitment from those whose fathers were farm labourers. In this 
regard it was an occupation isolated from much of the rest of society. Norfolk farm 
workers appear to have been more open to geographical than to occupational 
movement, with a substantial proportion of them changing parish of residence at 
various points in their work-lives. However, a substantial segment remained in 
their parish of birth throughout their work-lives and many workers remained 
associated with a given farm for a decade or more.  

The majority of those who were farm labourers at marriage in Norfolk were 
also farm workers roughly ten years later. However there was a sizeable proportion 
who by their late thirties had moved on to either more skilled agricultural jobs or 
more commonly had moved into non-agricultural occupations even though they 
remained in Norfolk. There was also a rising proportion who moved into more 
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skilled and managerial occupations within agriculture in the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century. The age-wage profiles considered here of long-tenure workers 
on Old Hall farm do not suggest an extended period of sustained earnings growth 
after early adulthood. This raises doubts about either on-going skill development or 
whether human capital specific to Old Hall farm was substantial enough to reward 
on-going tenure on the farm. Both nominal and real wages were dramatically 
influenced by World War I. The rise in employment stability following the war 
also suggests that the upheavals of the war and post-war years had a strong impact 
on employee/employer relationships. 
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