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The changing Landscape of ‘Labour’: Work and Livestock in Post-Second World War 

British Agriculture 

 

When working with stock, great pleasure can be derived from the actual 

participation of both man and animal in what should be a collaborative 

exercise … Always working with stock calls for a deep understanding, a kind, 

firm attitude and a quick, intelligent reaction.1 

 

The farm workforce … was far from being an undifferentiated mass of John 

Hodges. Although the national census of 1901 was the first to acknowledge 

the major divisions, … even the divisions of 1901 – shepherds, horsemen, 

cowmen and labourers – conceal the gradations of skill and prestige attached 

to these different jobs.2  

 

Introduction 

We know that nineteenth-century farms large and small were complex sites of 

interconnected, mixed production, of (often contested) stratified skill, and of labour 

hired to different contacts across the British regions. Alun Howkins, (and more 

recently Nicola Verdon, as represented in this collection, and in Working the Land), 

have subsequently asked to what extent this model and its attendant divisions 

continued into the twentieth century, when there was widespread structural change, 

and unprecedented peace-time State intervention. In so doing, he began to address 

the ways in which we might trace the work that agricultural labourers did, in the post-

War period that is only now coming into the historical frame.3 As agricultural 

historians have moved into this period, they have sought to establish that, as rural 



sociologists such as Howard Newby, working in the period, did, that in the twentieth 

century farmers became specialist producers, their crops standardised to meet new 

market demands within food supply chains that focused on efficient machine-

handling and delivery. Throughout the West, post-War agriculturalists – with 

wholesalers, packers and retailers – sought to generate more consistent, 

standardised produce, with international, interlocked supply chains and global trade 

systems.4 We see this history, and the call to do more with it, reflected in the work of 

agricultural historians such as Deborah Fitzgerald, addressing twentieth-century 

agricultural change and its domestic, human impacts on small and family farms, 

especially in the USA where these changes were particularly pronounced.5 Bearing 

the impacts of international interconnectivity in mind, but focused on domestic policy 

making and agricultural production in Britain, the present article seeks to address 

this history of post-War specialisation and standardisation by addressing the farm 

worker, in terms of labour, ‘manpower’ and status. Focusing on 

livestock/stockmanship, it will interweave an understanding of an increasingly data-

rich delineation of human labouring life, outlined in the grey literature and the 

specialist press after the Second World War, with the histories of the non-human 

animals that these human labourers worked with and alongside, and argue that to a 

considerable degree twentieth-century perceptions of labouring prestige (and the 

material benefits this brought) associated with livestock husbandry were generated 

through the relationship of human and non-human within the (human) managed 

spaces of the British farm on an international stage.  

 Harriet Ritvo has written powerfully of the interwoven histories of human and 

non-human animals in livestock production and required environmental historians to 

bring their approach to bear on events such as the UK Foot and Mouth outbreak of 



2001.6 Animal studies theorists such as Erica Fudge and historical geographers such 

as Briony McDonagh and Carl Griffin have begun to look at the entanglement of 

human and non-human in rural life and agricultural production, as framed by human 

legislative boundaries and culture, during the Early Modern period and late-

eighteenth to the early-nineteenth centuries.7 Alun Howkins himself (with Linda 

Merricks) began to address the subject in the modern period by looking at 

consumers’ responses to some aspects of twentieth-century livestock production (re 

live-animal transport and exports) in ‘Dewy-Eyed Veal Calves’.8 But, since Howkins’ 

and Merricks’ article was published (2000), and as agricultural historians like Paul 

Brassley have begun to write detailed accounts of the structures and processes 

implicated in the economic and policy shifts that took place in Wartime and in post-

War British agriculture, few have yet ventured to look at issues of labouring or labour 

(as opposed to farming or farmers) in connection with livestock production.9  

 Veterinary historian Abigail Woods, has begun to address the disease 

landscapes in cattle and pig production, while Angela Cassidy has looked at 

consumer, policy and farming responses to Bovine Tuberculosis, and historian of 

science Dominic Berry has written about the emergence of the ideas of standard and 

efficiency in agricultural production pre and post-War through the lens of the (plant) 

Seed Testing Station. Agricultural historian John Martin has considered Wartime 

attempts to erase pests in agricultural production, and mid-century extreme weather 

impacts on livestock; and Brassley himself has written about artificial insemination.10 

But this work, even when considering the non-human animal, only rarely (bar the 

quantitative economics of input/output) addresses the history of agricultural 

labourers, or the productive aspects of human-non-human animal relations within the 

new post-War agricultural paradigm. Drawing on the work of human geographers 



such as Lewis Holloway, this article will therefore consider the ways in which human 

labour was constructed through twentieth-century animal husbandry, as it relates to 

the relationship between human and non-human in farming discourse and the 

dynamic relationship between that discourse and agricultural policy, that produced 

new labouring identities.11 It will argue that working with animals took on a new 

hyper-masculine prestige that resulted in the maintenance of higher wages for 

(some) agricultural labourers – as before – and that that capital was a hybrid 

produced together by non-human animal and human supported by modernisation 

and despite the emergence of and subsequent dominance of the rhetoric of labour 

efficiency. 

 

Manpower, Efficiency and the Release of Labour: 

After the Second World War, until Britain’s entry in the early 1970s into the European 

Economic Community (EEC) and to the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), 

agricultural policy was determined by the Agriculture Act of 1947, and the labourer’s 

pay determined by the Agricultural Wages Act 1948, plus later amendments to these 

such as the Agriculture Act of 1957.12  The 1947 Act drew on the views of domestic 

commentators and on information provided by domestic producers. As noted by 

Nicholas Goddard, in commemorating the Royal Agricultural Society’s 150th 

anniversary, for example, it was informed by a meeting of the RASE in April 1944, 

and by another following the food crisis of 1947, both of which resulted in 

recommendations being sent to Government.13 The decision to support farmers, 

once made, was defended robustly. The Minister for Agriculture even called an 

exceptional Press conference in May 1950 after heated debate and ‘“grotesque and 

fantastic” attacks upon food producers’, re price and subsidy policies, in the House of 



Commons. This was linked to the resignation of Mr S. N. Evans M.P., who had been 

Minister for Food – his views that agriculture was subsidised to excess, and that 

‘concessions to farmers at the tax-payers’ expense were running around our 

economy like cockroaches’ were also represented in Farmer & Stockbreeder, 23 

May 1950. This hostile article, the NFU response to that article, and the report of the 

meeting with the Minister of Agriculture defending farming in the Farmer & 

Stockbreeder all confirm that there had been extensive discussions with farmers and 

farming bodies before the Governments’ agricultural policy had been finalised, but 

what is most striking here is the way in which agricultural producers/farmers were re-

framed by the Minister as ‘food producers’.14 

 This use of “food producers” hints at the fact that the 1947 Act was also 

shaped by an international discussion of what would be required of agricultural 

producers after the Second World War, via the contributions of the 40 or so nations 

that attended the Hot Springs Conference, Virginia, USA, in the Spring of 1943.15 

That conference, promoted by President Roosevelt and organised by the United 

Nations to discuss international food deficiencies and nutrition, led to the formation of 

the Interim Commission on Food and Agriculture and a Report on international food 

production discussed during debates about the position and purpose of agricultural 

production in the UK. Hence, when asked about post-War agricultural policy in the 

Commons, Prime Minister Winston Churchill replied ‘His Majesty's Government have 

accepted the Resolutions of the Food and Agriculture Conference at Hot Springs in 

so far as they are applicable to the conditions in the United Kingdom’.16 It led, too, to 

a frank debate in the Commons in which Harold Wilson (then Parliamentary 

Secretary to the Ministry of Works) referred to the dumping of fresh fruit and 

vegetables in British ports during the 1930s when many people had little or no 



access to affordable food in the same city as that in which food was being 

destroyed.17  

 Issues of deficiency, malnutrition and nutrition, particularly within the Empire, 

had already been considered by agricultural experts in the UK, with James Caird, for 

example, reporting on Famine in Ireland and in India, and fifty years later 

Nagendranath Gangulee (Member of the Royal Commission on Agriculture in India, 

Professor of Agriculture and Rural Economics at the University of Calcutta and 

Researcher at Rothamstead Experimental Station), publishing books such as the 

Bibliography of Nutrition in India (1940), and Health and Nutrition in India (1939).18 

But, the UN study adopted new scientific thinking on nutrition (calories and nutritional 

composition of diet) on board and widened the scope to the international level, 

beyond the bounds of any particular colonial, or existing trading relations.19 As a 

direct result of the UN Commission being established, when food surpluses were 

being identified as having been produced by the West – Britain, the Common Market 

nations, America, Canada and Australia – in the late 1950s-early 1960s, it was the 

UN that suggested those surpluses be redistributed as aid under the “Food as 

Capital” programme. And, this was something that seems to have been accepted 

amongst even the most business-minded of agricultural commentators in Britain 

post-War. Clifford Selly, for example, an economist and farm management specialist 

who contributed to BBC TV’s ‘Farming’ Sunday programme, saw the “Food as 

Capital” idea as a good thing and perfectly compatible with W. Rostow’s then highly-

influential economic model. 20  

 Selly’s publication Farm Business caught the emerging zeitgeist for the 

application of efficiency models and practices to agricultural production via 

adjustments to existing, or the adoption of new, farm buildings, policy-making etc. As 



Selly characterised the idea, the aim was to free up the manpower that was being 

used in subsistence farming in so-called ‘under-developed countries’, in order that 

their ‘surplus labour’ could be used to ‘supplement … monetary capital’ in industry ‘to 

get into the industrial “take-off” stage on which their whole future development 

depends.’ He believed that it appealed to farmers, was simple and effective, and was 

very critical of the UK government for failing to adopt the scheme because the UK 

was ‘a Western nation committed to raising the standards of the under-developed 

countries to attract them away from the Communist camp’. This was farming at its 

most political, and in recognition of this he drew on authoritative quotations from 

George Allen of the Agricultural Economics Research Institute, Oxford, who wrote in 

support of the project of ‘planned production of surpluses to aid under-developed 

countries’ in the Guardian.21  It therefore clearly came to be accepted by competitive 

producers post-War that policy makers should address domestic agricultural output 

the context of international food production, not simply because of overseas 

competition and farm income, but also (in the light of Cold-War access to good 

nutrition/freedom from want) as a universal right to nutrition, that would lead to 

physical and health benefits that would speed world-wide economic development, 

and fully-employ labour and capital.   

 Three years later, this same perspective shaped the publication of the 

National Economic Development Plan, 1965. Authored with industry, the National 

Economic Development Council, and MAFF, this demanded what it called the 

continued ‘release of manpower’ from UK agriculture for other industries. This was to 

be achieved by efficiency gains using farm machinery, so that labour productivity 

would increase over and above the increase in agricultural production of foodstuffs 

that was also being looked for.22 Its status as a piece of policy-making was unclear, 



so Selly explored the likely issues for farmers in a position piece for Farm Business, 

and he took the view that agriculture of all industries in the UK at the time had to pay 

attention to it, regardless of its status, because of government’s existing involvement 

in agricultural planning and the therefore (very likely) high input and checking of data 

relating to farm production in the Plan.23 Other than that, however, Selly took a fairly 

dim view of the whole thing as falling foul of previous policy directives exercised via 

pricing, and due to the requirement that agriculture contribute ‘in “closing the 

manpower gap“‘ and step up its increased productivity.  This, Selly writes, would 

mean that not only would Britain soon reach the point where there were equal 

numbers of farmers and farm-workers, in addition the Government ‘is clearly 

counting on a number of farmers and their wives being involved in this exodus.’24 

 The use of “exodus” is telling as this immediately refers the experienced 

reader (knowledgeable about country life and commentary) back to an issue that 

originated in the late-nineteenth century: fears of so-called ‘rural depopulation’. 

Before the First World War, this perceived risk to agricultural productivity and 

national wellbeing (considering prevailing assumptions that rural working populations 

were physically fitter than urban) was cast as a ‘flight from the land’, or as an 

“exodus”. We see it in the title of P. Graham’s article The Rural Exodus (1892), and 

in H. R. Haggard’s use of the ‘bogey of ... the lean exodus-skeleton’ in his 1902 book 

Rural England.25 But, after the Second World War, this was re-conceptualised as a 

‘release‘ in economic models that followed Rostow’s requisite “take off”.26 Freeing up 

labourers from agriculture who could then move into industrial employment was seen 

as a good thing for British economic growth and prosperity.27 Where commentators 

had worried for fifty years about how to keep the workers on the land – for example, 

by improving pay, and providing better amenities and living conditions – they were 



now to free them up from agricultural labour for the sake of manufacturing. The term 

’release’ was something that had been used widely in the Second World War, 

particularly in connection with the employment of women who ’were needed to 

release men for fighting’.28 But, to see such a volte-face in peace-time British 

agricultural policy is clearly a shock to Selly, and doubly so because it appears that 

not only labourers, but also farmers and their wives are to be asked to leave the 

Land to supply the shortages in other industries. It rests on the assumption, as he 

says that ‘the small farmer’ will leave, and the ‘references in the Plan to support … 

the “full-time commercial farmer”. He is a new character on the scene’.29 This point is 

not pursued by Selly any further, and in subsequent issues the articles in the journal 

appear to take the new policy at face value, but it remains not only indicative of an 

acute level of observation of Selly‘s part, but also as the trace of a new approach to 

farm and labour organisation in England and Wales that adopts an internationalist 

framework. 

 This paradigm shift, focused on the purpose of farming, emerged after the 

First World War, was debated in the interwar period and then became increasingly 

dominant due to the legacy of the ways in which agriculture was managed centrally 

during the Second World War. It shifted both the rhetoric around agricultural 

production (in terms of its purpose), and in practical terms also established much 

more clearly the ways in which agriculture was to operate for the national (and even 

international) good post-War. By this point, agricultural labour was already being 

widely discussed in the same way as any other form of labour, in terms that were 

common by this point at the international scale. For example, in 1948 Glen T. Barton, 

Agricultural economist at the Bureau of Agricultural Economics in the U.S. 

Department of agriculture published a paper in an early edition of the Industrial and 



Labor Relations Review that referred to ‘labor’ in phrases that associated it with an 

economic act/net wages (“labor income”, “real labor returns”, to workers), an 

economic input (“labor costs” per unit of production), a variable net result/out-turn 

(“labour productivity”, “labor efficiency”), a relationship (“labor relations”), a variable 

input (“seasonal labor needs”, “labor requirements”), a collective/group (“the farm 

labor force”), a physical effortful input (“the labor of ...” e.g. “hired workers”).30 Only 

some of these terms referred directly to the person who had once been called ‘the 

agricultural labourer’ -- the old nineteenth century term for an adult able-bodied farm 

worker. As ‘labour’ became separated from ‘the labourer’, and could be done by 

anyone – as described in that article – including ‘lower quality’ (yet evidently more 

productive) workers such as women, the old, the young and Prisoners of War, not 

just the usual able-bodied men, or migrant labourers, so we see an emergence of 

more skill-specific job titles, or references to ‘the farm worker’, ‘hired workers’, or 

‘employees’. Labour/labor became abstract: something that had to be managed and 

used efficiently, in order to maintain productivity. Organisation, getting the right 

labour to the right place at the right time, along with good management of labor 

relations e.g. through the use of non-pay incentives, would bring benefits even 

without adult able-bodied labourers – this would repeat rewards with post-War 

mechanisation and the return of the higher quality labourers.31 

 Out of this, cheap food became the sine qua non for farmers, and agriculture’s 

ancillary industries, and thenceforward the idea of using the most efficient form of 

(mass) agricultural production dominated the advisory (largely grey) literature 

circulated by training programmes, commercial manufacturers (selling equipment, 

feed, pesticides, herbicides etc. to agriculturalists), farm management consultancies, 

and government ministries in the form of specialist reports and booklets, HMSO 



leaflets, films, text books etc.. From this point onwards, until the 1980s, critics of 

these agricultural techniques and modern production methods, such as Ruth 

Harrison author of Animal Machines (1964),32 could be dismissed out of hand by the 

industry for failing to see the accepted need to feed the world, the view being taken 

that such criticism could ‘undermine all efforts to solve the nutritional problems of the 

underdeveloped world.’33 At the rhetorical level, the dominant language used to 

progress the project of modern agricultural productivity had been established at Hot 

Springs in 1943. 

 This resulted in the promotion of new agricultural methods, including 

increased specialisation, larger units, the use of new technologies, (petro-chemically-

derived) herbicides, pesticides and artificial fertilisers, and the reconceptualization 

and quantification of ‘the farm’ in the national landscape. Moreover, the labour of the 

labourer at the same time came to be thought of as being distributed across the 

managed spaces of the farm, quantified and planned for the purposes of food 

production, and labour planning determined the layout and design of the farm’s built 

environment. This dovetailed with the interwar emergence of modernist rhetorics of 

efficiency, such as the example we see here in J. A. S. Watson’s Foreword to Edwin 

Gunn’s Farm Buildings New and Adapted (1935): 

 

Many British Farmers are faced to-day with the heavy task of re-equipping 

their farms with buildings suited to modern needs. Most of our existing 

farmsteads were planned in times when the labourer’s wage was but a small 

fraction of what it is to-day, and when, therefore, economy of labour was an 

object of no special importance … Excessive expenditure on repairs and 



maintenance is the one consequence, and a great waste of the time of highly 

paid men is the other.  

 

 

In many respects the farmer’s needs, in the way of housing, have greatly 

increased … more, and larger, and more delicate machinery is being used; 

labour-saving must be regarded from a new point of view.34 

 

In this Foreword to a short advisory text on farm buildings, ‘modernity’ is equated 

with labour efficiency and thereby a reduction in wages. In Watson’s argument for 

the book, the built spaces of the farm were already being reshaped by the focus on 

(abstracted) ‘labour’. There were other key factors, discussed in the Editor’s Preface 

(H. C. Long), such as a need to avoid waste in fuel, and new standards for hygienic 

milk production, but in that editorial comment, ‘reduction of labour’ and more 

convenient working practices were listed as essential to creating ‘profit where there 

may have been a loss.’35 Finally, in the Author’s Preface, Edwin Gunn (who was 

described on the title page as ‘late superintending Architect, Ministry of Agriculture 

and Fisheries) explained that the book was aimed at those who considered farming 

‘as a business … [and] the farm considered as a factory for food-production.’36 

‘Efficiency’ (along with ‘Stability’) was one of the ‘twin pillars’ of agricultural policy 

according to the Agriculture Act 1947: after the War the rhetoric of labour efficiency 

became dominant throughout the industry, and frequently (as here) given as a 

reason to ‘modernise’.  

 The increased share of labour in the farm’s accounts, and difficulties posed by 

‘labour shortages’ had thus already begun to reshape understandings of ‘the farm’ in 



the interwar period.  But, in 1935, the farm was still being described in terms of 

acreage. This changed after the Second World War. Information/data became so key 

to managing work/labour, that the description of the size of the farm was recast after 

the Second World War by the amount of labour that was needed to farm it, rather 

than acreage.37 In the form of the ‘Standard Man Day’ (SMD) labour, reckoned as an 

eight-hour day for 300 days of the year, the actual hours per operation specified and 

determined by sector-specific skill and energy (the details reissued with the 

emergence of new machinery, methods etc.), used in the detailed calculations of 

individual farm plans, became the determining factor of farm management and 

applications that might be made for grants or building (e.g. permission to build a 

labourer’s cottage). By the 1960s SMD, alongside labour efficiency studies and 

work-time equivalents, gave the farm a new shape in the official record. The “farm” 

was redefined – its space now delineated by time, management and work rather 

than geographic area, by capital in the form of labour in-put instead of capital as 

acreage rented/owned. When MAFF deleted about 47,000 holdings from its lists as 

being too small to take into account in 1968, the SMD was being used to determine, 

at least in part, what might be classified as a farm.38 How did this change in the 

definition of a ‘farm’ take place? 

 The SMD was first discussed in Parliament during the Minister for Agriculture, 

John Hare’s presentation of the Agriculture (Small Farmers) Bill during its second 

reading in the Commons, 10th Nov. 1958. In the preceding White Paper, the use of a 

SMD was proposed – with minimum (20) and maximum (100) acreages – as a way 

of establishing the size of a ‘small farm’, and this is how it was unpacked by Hare 

who argued that (where ‘economic’) small farmers were ‘essential to the nation, for a 

nation cannot truly prosper unless it has its roots firmly in the land.’39 Here, following 



on the heels of the Agriculture Act 1957, which had made provision for grants to 

farmers to improve their agricultural land, the old idea of “the land” was still being 

represented as the enduring source of national stability and economic success. Or, 

as (President of the Royal Statistical Society and long-time author on agriculture) Sir 

(R.) Henry Rew had put it before the First World War, ‘The Land remains, [the 

cultivation of the soil goes on]…beyond the interests of individuals… is the interest of 

the Land itself. … [T]he land must be fairly dealt by, and the maintenance of its 

fertility should, in the national interest, be the paramount consideration.’40 The fact 

that support for the White Paper and the Bill seems to have run across Party lines 

suggests that was still the established perception of ‘The Land’ in Britain in the 

1950s. Yet, it also introduced a new measurement that turned away from land in the 

form of acreage, because ‘land’ could vary so much in quality and productive 

potential. The example given was ’20 acres on rich land in the Fens may be worth 

ten times that acreage on poor hill land.’ He recognised that the SMD would be novel 

to policy-makers, and referred at least one ‘urban’ MP (Mr Harold Lever, for 

Manchester, Cheetham) to look at the detail of the White paper when questioned, 

but said that it was well-established in farm management practice, was ‘fair’, and 

was ‘nothing like as complicated as it looks at first sight’. To be eligible, the farmer 

had to prove they had reached ‘”standard labour requirements of at least 275 

standard man-days”’. This was, then, an instance in which the quantitative farm 

management practices established before and during the Second World War were 

adopted into policy. Farm management practice and policy came together to create a 

dominant set of languages focused on the concept of ‘modernity’, itself a new 

iteration of agricultural ‘improvement’, grounded in agricultural discourse (education, 

professional bodies, publications, expertise and knowledges), with the aim of 



increasing farm incomes. The incomes were to be ‘net’, (no one was to innovate 

technologically or aim to increase output regardless of the costs incurred), and 

achieved through improved farm management, adoption of new techniques and of 

accounting and planning. It had been developed with the NFU, the Advisory 

Services, country agricultural executive committees, County Landowners 

Association, and the ‘Agricultural Workers’ Unions’.41  

 Paul Brassley et al have looked at the rise of accounting and data 

associated with farm management, but little has so far been said about what this 

meant when applied to farm labour as input or for the agricultural labourer.42 Johann 

Custodis has discussed how, during and immediately after the Second World War 

the labour available via Prisoners of War was calculated at ‘man equivalents’. ‘MAF 

considered a productivity of 75% per civilian workers a fair average’, and the Ministry 

of Agriculture assumed that the most efficient civilian male labourer was 100% i.e. 

one man-equivalent, and worked on the assumption that, for example, a million 

acres of cereal would need 30,000 man equivalents of labour to farm. Though 

‘arbitrary’, in Custodis’ words, ‘MAF’s manpower division estimated relative 

productivities in term of ‘man-equivalents’ which were calculated to forecast rural 

labour requirements.’43 As Gill Clarke has pointed out, there was a similar, if 

problematic, attempt to evaluate the contribution of the Women’s Land Army by 

agricultural economist H. T. Williams after the Second World War. His estimates 

were based, due to pay differentials, on the idea that a woman (in or out of the Land 

Army) contributed 2/3 of the work of a man, though an earlier assessment by J. H. 

Smith (in 1941), assumed that women were often capable of a much higher average 

work output than that. For example, where the output of a man was assumed to be 

100%, he said a woman might work at 95% output in setting potatoes, or 91% in 



milking.44 Neither Custodis nor Clarke assesses the gendered framing of these 

estimates – women had historically been paid at a lower rate than men in agriculture, 

in ways that did not necessarily reflect their physical capacity or skill, but did reflect 

the gender norms of the period. However, what is striking in each case is the 

Wartime attempt to standardise and to quantify norms of labour input in the interest 

of efficiency.   

 The idea of a (capitalized, because specified) ‘Standard’ -- for example, 

‘Standard Price’ – can be seen in use in policy before the SMD.45 But, as Hare 

stated of the 1957 White Paper, the idea of measuring a farm by the amount of effort 

required to farm it – a labour day for a full-time equivalent – was something that 

originated within the worlds of agricultural economics and farm management, which 

were themselves in the process of formation as a discipline and sub-discipline before 

the Second World War. This history was captured briefly, but powerfully and almost 

with a tone of regret, in 1963, in the first chapter of Volume 4 of A. N. Duckham’s 

Farming (a multi-volume standard with global reach), edited by J. Pearce – lecturer 

in Agriculture at the University of Reading. In it, Arthur Jones made a case for seeing 

the farm as a business to be managed on the basis that there had been a step 

change after the Depression of the 1920s-30s. Before then, he says, ‘the good 

farmer, that is the man who did his crops well, was careful in his cultivations and had 

good stock sense, was synonymous with the successful farmer.’ Yet, he suggested, 

in the 1920s-30s many ‘first-class men [who had] farmed their land well … [and] 

reared premium stock’ went bankrupt. In his words, that period ‘killed irrevocably and 

finally any hope of farming successfully on the basis of good husbandry alone’ while 

farming as ‘an entrepreneur—a businessman’ (addressing competition and reducing 

costs, ignoring custom and tradition) became key.46   



 This statement sits oddly against the approach of ‘improving’ progressive 

farmers before the 1920s/30s. As Eve Hostettler identified over forty years ago, if we 

assess the changing images in Henry Stephens The Book of the Farm for example, 

the focus was on the most efficient and cost-effective deployment of labour, all-be-it 

manual labour.47 ‘Good farming’ as equated to James Caird’s ‘High Farming’, may 

have involved excessively and unprofitably high levels of investment during the so-

called ‘Golden Age’ of British agriculture (the consequences of which have been 

debated by agricultural and economic historians for some time now48), but it was 

also framed by book-keeping and new modes of gathering and analysing data that 

were meant to produce higher yields and improve output. What we therefore see 

post-World War Two, despite the changed approach to State intervention by policy-

makers, had much more continuity from the point-of-view of business-minded 

farmers than commentators and apologists for post-War agricultural economics and 

Farm Management tended to state. However, by the point that Farming was 

published, the stated aim was certainly to look for net profit, and to make gains by 

assessing ‘efficiency indicators’ such as: 

 

net output per £100 labour and power … livestock output per £100 feeding-

stuffs; milk sales per cow and per acre; … yields of eggs per bird; number of 

pigs weaned per sow and so forth. Methods and techniques of measuring 

efficiency are part and parcel of farm management and these can often be 

supplemented by more detailed attention to what is termed ‘work study’ in 

relation to specific labour and machinery problems of individual farm 

enterprises.49 

 



 

 By the mid-1960s, work-time studies were therefore treated in UK agricultural 

reference texts as part-and-parcel of normal direct farm management practices at 

the level of the individual farm or indirectly via policy-making and advice as framed 

by agricultural economics. Frederick Taylor’s scientific philosophy of management, 

as we see here, still being applied in the UK as well as the USA in the 1950s-60s, 

was considered by the 1980s to stifle innovation from within based on experience (by 

specifying via external observation a single way of carrying out any one task).50 But, 

in this case, a Taylorist approach, if unnamed in Farming, is clearly in play. The work 

of human labourers, power (of machinery), feed, and stock were all equally 

abstracted as inputs, across a standard-hour, to be measured against equally 

abstract outputs, on each farm (termed, in the abstract, a ‘unit’). Yet, this was 

actually very difficult to calculate as farms varied by type, and the underlying 

landscape could play as a large a part in labour requirements as the choice of 

system, degree of mechanisation, and so on. Any and all estimates had to be based 

on the collection and analysis of large data sets, and advice changed as practice 

changed.  

 For example, in the chapter on sheep production in Farming, we have Table 

62:  

Typical Labour Requirements for Grassland Breeding Flocks of up to 150 

Ewes (includes labour on rams and unweaned lambs) 

Per Flock per Day    man-hours 

Routine inspections    ½ 

Feeding     ½ 

Per Ewe per Year  



Lambing     1 ¼ 

Shearing      1/3 

Dipping     ¼ 

All other work    ½51 

 

The actual hours would have varied for some processes (e.g. shearing) depending 

on the number of sheep kept, but at other tasks (regular inspection of the animals, 

feeding bulk supplements) had to be completed regardless of the numbers. Using 

the table it would be possible to estimate the number of man hours needed per ewe 

in a flock of 50 sheep (8 hours) as opposed to 150 ewes (4 hours). But, as the table 

title indicates, this was for a lowland breeding flock – the hours could be quite 

different for a hill farm where the stocking density was different (normally, more 

dispersed), with much higher labour requirements. On upland farms the situation 

was different again, as the sheep often grazed the worst land, to get some value 

from it, yet supplement feeding was less commonplace. But, as most Hill farms and 

Upland farms relied on family labour, this was not quantified in either case. The 

labour requirements for sheep also varied markedly by season, because lambing 

and shearing were concentrated into specific times of the year. For the lowland 

breeding example used in Farming this was tabulated from 35 farms in Yorkshire 

and represented as a histogram that revealed the different labour needed month by 

month.52  

 Once adopted into the official framework that farmers relied on to bid for 

grants and other state funds, notebooks therefore had to be issued for farmers, 

estate agents and agricultural advisors to use that tabulated the different 

requirements for different sectors or specialism, and these were updated regularly to 



support these calculations. Like other data sets such as the decennial census and 

agricultural census, they have the potential to be an invaluable record for agricultural 

historians looking for the work done in and changes within British farming after the 

Second World War, and are as yet a largely untapped source.53 But, despite the 

detailed tabulation, they will (much like the decennial census and the agricultural 

census) of necessity have smoothed out many variables.54 What they are evidence 

of is a continuity in the practice of improvement, as it was termed in the nineteenth 

century, through the generation and analysis of ever more complex sets of data. If 

we consider J. Chalmers Morton, ‘Agricultural experience: The Lesson of Forty 

Years’ for example in The Agricultural Gazette (1880), we see not only many data 

points interpreted discursively in order to assess the success or otherwise of British 

agriculture, but also that that analysis was communicated to ‘improving’ progressive 

farmers through data visualization for the purposes of the lecture and then reprinted 

in the article.55  

[insert plate] 

Plate 1. J. Chalmers Morton, ‘Agricultural experience: The Lesson of Forty Years’ 

The Agricultural Gazette (1880), p. 451, Figs. 49-53: diagrams present data in the 

form of shaded bar graphs. 

 

 What we therefore see in British agricultural practice is a developing 

landscape of data points that has continuity between the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, but in the twentieth century came to include human labour quantified by 

hour/proportion thereof, not just crop/head of livestock/soil type etc.. In the annual 

reports following the Agriculture Act, the state reported on agricultural production by 

using ‘whole-time man-equivalents’. These were based on ‘the total number of full-



time, part-time and casual workers, salaried managers, farmers, partners and 

directors returned in the annual June Censuses, weighted by the estimated average 

annual hours worked’, in other words, a dataset based on the combination of 

employee, self-employed and employer across the range of British farms (arable, 

mixed, livestock, intensive, extensive, upland, lowland etc.). This was assessed 

against agricultural prices, and it was assumed that improvements in production 

came from ‘technical improvements in, for example, plant and animal breeding, 

changes in the organisation of farming, movements in the numbers of persons 

engaged in agriculture and short-term fluctuations … [e.g. due to] the weather.’ 

These were, in turn, assumed to be linked to falling ‘labour input’, and thence to a 

rising index of production. E.g., Table 24 in the 1987 report showed a trend of rising 

productivity in gross agricultural production from 1973, with a peak in 1984.56 So, 

these reports were based on a lot of estimation, to generate ‘equivalence’, in order to 

report back on “productivity”: a framing lens that remained focused on agriculture, 

read as a national industry, for forty years after the Second World War. But, though 

the assumption was that methodological and technical changes resulted in less 

“labour” being used, “labour input” had become something quite homogenous and in 

these reports separated from skill, expertise, and individuals – even from different 

categories of people on the farm – this was a highly abstracted form of “labour” 

conceived purely and explicitly as time, rather than attached to doing something 

effective, a job/task. The latest report from DEFRA states that labour productivity has 

increased steadily since 1973, when Britain joined the EEC, and posits that ‘labour is 

the key input driving productivity gains.’ This has rested on falling numbers. ‘Labour 

volumes’, the 2017 DREFRA report suggests, ‘are now approximately half of what 

they were in 1973.’57 In this regard, what was being sought in 1947 has been 



achieved, even with the significant policy shifts that took place with reference to 

agriculture in the 1970-80s, especially the shift to countryside conservation as seen 

in Acts such as the Agriculture Improvement Scheme 1985 that marked a move 

away from the post-WWII policy of cheap production and surplus.58 But, through the 

specialist press, this modernist landscape of labour as work, input efficiently into the 

farm, as delineated by data and metrics and underpinned by the work of a widening 

cadre of agricultural economists, also contained an almost nostalgically-framed 

labourer who embodied physically his (able-bodied male) knowledge, skill and 

experience, an image of the agricultural labourer that co-evolved in with 

specialisation, and became entangled in particular with livestock.  

 

Skill and Expertise: 

By the 1950s the post-War focus on labour efficiency in production had become 

familiar enough to use as a trope in advertising. An advert for the rat destruction 

‘Ratin Service’ in Farmer & Stockbreeder for example carried an image of a rat 

pouring over a farm’s account books, and the strapline ‘strike him off your payroll’. In 

the body text, grounded in the discourse of accounting, the company stressed its 

own ‘efficiency’, and that rats could cause ‘heavy losses’.59 This evidences the 

pervasiveness of the idea, but also reminds us that specialist ancillary services 

increasingly took up roles and tasks that had been part of the skill set associated 

with farming. Under the rhetoric of scientific expertise (‘the latest scientific methods’ 

pitched against the rats’ ‘natural cunning’) and national and international scale and 

experience, an off-farm service provider like the Ratin Company sought to take on 

aspects of abstracted farm “labour input” and redistribute them to its own workforce, 

which was rarely if ever accounted for in the national data.60  



 Yet, as the practice of describing farms in terms of their abstract labour needs 

took hold, tensions also emerged between ideas of labour efficiency and 

understandings of on-farm skill; tensions that remained in place long after the War as 

small farms sought to remain commercially viable, as debate continued about best 

practice, and as old methods persisted even on large enterprises. Twenty years later 

Farmer and Stockbreeder reported in 1970 on Mr Paul Francis, the chair of the NFU 

milk committee, speaking at a conference in Askham Bryan, Yorkshire, about the 

potential future for smaller, family-run dairy enterprises. He ruled out ‘economic milk 

production from any farm with fewer than 50 acres or 300 standard man days 

available.’61 Though milk would still be produced on smaller farms, he thought, 

anything less than that should not be expected to continue on anything other than a 

part-time basis or be supported by the NFU. He encouraged ‘two-man enterprises for 

milk’, but if ‘this meant the occupier and his wife’ it would not remain ‘attractive’ in ‘an 

increasingly leisured and affluent society’ because of the ‘unmitigated drudgery of 

milking 365 days a year’. Even the labour of cattle could be described in terms of 

time by this point: the language of production re ‘Day’ by 1966 had moved on to 

include ‘cow day’, in order to describe the most and least productive fields within a 

single farm.62 However, another speaker, Mr Walter Smith of the NAAS, put more 

emphasis on the cows than their human managers, by suggesting that rather than 

buying in more cattle, farms ought to increase the volume of milk produced per cow 

by ‘growing better grass, conserving better forage, by better selection of breeding 

stock and, above all, by better stockmanship.’63 The division in approach was: 

increased labour (‘drudgery’ when in excess) vs. increased skill (adaptation of the 

land, of the cattle and by the stockman). Here is the Farm as conceived of in abstract 



terms of SMD vs. the Farm conceived of in prestigious terms of grass, forage, animal 

and crafted stockmanship.  

 At the same time, in Agriculture, the journal published by MAFF, sought to 

established that ‘work study’ had begun in 1240, and was writ large in Henry 

Stephens’ Book of the Farm – in which it was stated that large farms must ‘”be 

arranged and equipped with more regard to labour saving”.’64 Though said to include 

the opportunity to ‘improve working conditions’, and though naturalised as a long-

established agricultural practice in this article’s introduction, the emphasis was 

clearly on the Ministry’s ongoing efforts as noted ‘to conserve labour … and widen 

profit margins’ through information, education and training. Indeed, the article goes 

on to describe in detail a practical example of a work-study analysis that took place 

in 1970 in Durham as part of a training programme in work-study theory. Observation 

(by Ministry staff members from the Northern England advisory service, which 

‘included officers who specialized in lands and buildings, general agriculture and 

dairying’) revealed that the cattle in a byre were being over-fed, compared to the 

farmer’s testimony, and milked for too long. This included a breakdown of labour that 

went to ‘man minutes spent’ on feeding the cattle, and assessment of the 

composition of the feed and working of the milking equipment. The result of the 

exercise was to reduce the weight of feed handled by switching in ‘dried sugar beet 

pulp and bean meal’ in place of ‘brewers’ grains, potatoes and swedes’ (as approved 

off-site by a ‘nutritional chemist at the Regional Office’), and the hours spent on 

feeding, and by adjusting the milking equipment. In all, ‘the total time saved … would 

be over two hours per day, thus enabling the cowman either to start later in the 

morning or to be employed on other farm work.’ A second assessment on the farm 

looked at feeding and bedding housed young stock and dairy heifers. This example 



noted excess walking for the assistant cowman, poor lighting and watering due to the 

position of switches and taps.65  

 Despite the stress on the possibility that the employee might rest, the 

opportunity to redeploy their labour was therefore flagged up alongside the 

implication that they had been overfeeding the cattle and had failed to monitor/set up 

the milking equipment properly. The article made no explicit reference to the 

cowman’s abilities/skill, nor the consequences of questioning these. It ostensibly 

focused more on human labour in the abstract, than the labourer, and similarly 

addressed the cattle in terms of their abstract needs rather than behaviour or 

response, and looked off-farm (to the Ministry staff and Regional Office) for 

expertise. Yet, the implication is there that the cowman *ought* to know how much 

he and his assistant are feeding the cattle and *ought* to know how to adjust the 

milking clusters, based on his presumed skill set. The farmer had determined what 

the cattle were being fed (composition), and was, by implication, criticised again in 

the second study for the selection of feeds given to his/her young stock and heifers. 

S/he was also asked in the second study to provide a water bowl for the stock, 

spend £150 on extending the livestock shed, and moving the light switches to save 

the assistant cowman working without cover, and a lot of walking outside in the dark. 

But, where part-time, seasonal, casual and contract labour was treated abstractly via 

efficiency and the SMD, their work entangled with petrochemical landscapes shaped 

by fertilisers, pesticides, herbicides, machines; those employed to work with livestock 

– whose jobs were just as entangled with technology day-to-day, maintained an aura 

of skill about them, embodied and performed in their relationships with the animals 

they were in charge of. Their entanglements with animals gave them a gloss, and 



materially better incomes. Just as in the nineteenth century, their status depended 

on the animal’s status. 

 What do we know about labourers who worked with livestock post-War? 

According to a secondary analysis of the comparative data accessed from official 

sources (published in 1984), ‘whole-time’, ‘adult male’, hired agricultural labourers 

only made up a fifth of ‘man equivalents’ in agriculture by the 1980s. Over half of 

those working in farming were in fact ‘self-employed farmers or their spouses’. This 

reveals the sharp divisions that existed within the abstract reports of “labour input” 

based on aggregated “whole-time man-equivalents”. But, there were also differences 

within the category of full-time male agricultural labourer, as analysts were aware. 

There were fewer stockmen than other farmworkers, for example, and of those 68% 

of dairymen were provided with a house compared to 47% of ‘whole-time workers’. 

Housing was provided at all because of shortages of council housing and the 

established phenomenon of a lack of private rental housing stock in rural areas, 

exacerbated by the sale of suitable housing to those unconnected with farming, and 

had recently been legislated on at that time (The Rent (Agriculture) Act, 1976). 

However, in cash terms alone, for adult male farmworkers, dairy cowmen (at 

£126.39) were paid more per week than other stock men (£105.44), and more than 

foremen (£125.83), tractor drivers (£106.79) and general farm workers (£95.30). In 

terms of income, by 1982 it had been established that 38% of ‘adult male agricultural 

workers’ were below the ‘poverty line’ as then designated.66 The higher level of 

housing provision to dairymen, and their higher pay, were linked to their higher 

status. That status was linked to their relationship with animals, and this was itself 

expressed spatially as well as in cash terms -- the higher level of housing provision 

derived from the long-established necessity that they be on-farm in order to be close 



day and night to the animals that they had in their charge. Responsibility for livestock 

demanded proximity to livestock.   

 Stockmen were among the best-paid farm employees because their expertise 

in managing their stock was valued highly. That expertise was based increasingly, 

post-World War II, on a formal agricultural education, as well as on experience, and 

was important to the success of a (generally) high-investment end of the industry. 

Farmers might use financial tools such as loan, advances and franchising to 

purchase livestock, or continue investing in stock already owned, and even take out 

insurance policies to protect them from notifiable diseases such as foot-and-mouth.67 

So, it was essential that they employ reliable and knowledgeable people working 

with the animals. But the stockmen were also expected to know the boundaries of 

their expertise. Though there was plenty of advice about animal health, for example, 

they nonetheless had to decide when to call in the vet and thereby transfer authority 

over their charges to an (expensive) external expert.  

 By the 1960-70s veterinary expertise was mapped out clearly, e.g. in the 

leaflet Pigmanship published by Farmer and Stockbreeder (c. 1970), a difficulty such 

as ‘failure to show signs of oestrus’ was labelled simply ‘A veterinary problem’. In 

other words, no disease is named, the problem, whatever its cause, is reduced to the 

need for a vet. Though in this case some ‘simple changes’ are described ‘e.g. 

change of pen or pen mates (if can be achieved without too much fighting)’, in the 

final line of the paragraph -- ‘may give the desired results’ -- we can see through 

“may” that this is being done with the expectation that the vet will still probably be 

needed, as well as the understanding that the changes could be too difficult to 

manage because of the animals’ response to intervention.68 Indeed, a large part of 

the skill captured incidentally in this leaflet is the skill associated with managing the 



relationship between human and non-human animal, the need to look at the world 

from the stock‘s point of view, and the responses of livestock to agricultural practice. 

Towards the end of the pocket book for instance, there is an illustration setting out 

how to rope a boar in order to saw off the tusks, which it is said should be ‘taken off 

level with the gum every 18 months or so’. Under the illustration is the following 

injunction: 

 

Handle with confidence. Move steadily and firmly. Use a board – not a stick. 

Try to avoid going from one boar pen to another – the smell is carried and 

often incites boar to attack. 

All boars are potentially dangerous – care should always be taken.69  

 

 Other than the technical, e.g. “use a board”, this advice focuses on the 

demeanour of the human handler in their approach to the boar (confidence, steady 

and firm movement, carefulness) and potential response of the boar (attack) based 

on the stockman’s understanding of its sensorium (scent). This was certainly 

advisable as a labourer working with animals could be killed. But, to be injured by 

farm animals you generally had to work with them. In highlighting the very high 

number of injuries and deaths associated with tractors, as part of a wider safety 

campaign by the National Union of Agricultural and Allied Workers (NUAAW), the 

Land Worker magazine noted that there had also been three ‘fatal accidents’ in 1970 

and seven in 1971 caused by animals, out of a total of 105 fatal accidents in 1970 

and 118 in 1971. Of these deaths 24 were children in 1970 and 23 were children in 

1971, but none of these children‘s deaths were associated with animals.70   



 Similarly, the Farmer & Stockbreeder booklet on ‘Cowmanship’ commences 

with advice on calving, and the recommendation under the heading ‘Assisting’: ‘Don’t 

be over-eager to assist in a calving – the cow can generally manage best on her 

own. But if assistance is needed and the animal is standing …[advice about roping 

and pulling the calf is listed]. If the animal is down, this is a case for the vet.' There is 

thus a demarcation of expertise that flows from cow (cow up and no trouble), to 

stockman (cow up and a little trouble), to vet (cow down is big trouble). The vet is 

also recommended where the calf is not presenting correctly, but detailed advice is 

set out with illustrations for the cowman if no vet can be found. Those illustrations 

include that of a half-stripped man reaching back to hold the head and correct the 

position of a calf in the uterus – the cow’s body is not illustrated at all. An image of 

heroic and vigorous masculine endeavour, the cowman is depicted as the 

embodiment of physical aptitude. The “able-bodied man” is thus still visible, even 

celebrated via sharp and distinctly modernist lines in the twentieth century. 



 



Plate 2. Illustration from Farmer & Stockbreeder booklet ‘Cowman’ c.1970s offering 

advice on how to handle a difficult calving via a line drawing of man and calf, but 

absent cow. 

 

 The booklets, though full of efficient detail about nutrition, health, the utility 

and monetary value of the stock, therefore also capture a form of knowledge 

(knowing the animal) that was still in the late 1960s/1970s not quite quantifiable. This 

information is present because it was part of the skill set of the so-called specialist 

‘pigman’ or ‘cowman’ -- hence the implied art of ‘pigmanship’, ‘cowmanship’ -- and 

resulted in high status and high pay. The cowman had the right to use initiative when 

it came to questions of increasing the herd size, or selection of the structures for 

milking – e.g. the use of a herringbone parlour. This was an expertise that was 

recognised, and harnessed for the sake of addressing labour costs and other issues 

(better wages for ‘high calibre men’, ‘high quality labour’ available all the time, 5-day 

week, sickness and holiday cover, use of flexible labour for elsewhere on the farm, 

‘less demand for farm cottages’), termed in Farm Business ‘the whole dairy labour 

problem’ and therefore increased farm efficiency in line with government policy. The 

tasks could fall to ‘One Herd Manager/Relief @£25 and Two Herdsmen @£22’ (£69 

a week), instead of ‘two head herdsmen @£20, two assistant cowmen @£16 and 

relief milking £18’ (£90 a week).71  

 Advertising in the specialist press reflected the labour hierarchies still in play 

in the 1970s.  An advert for Betanal E (Fisons) in Agrifind, a monthly regional farming 

journal, (April 1973, Yorkshire), consisted of a series of nine black and white 

photographic images, each representing a difficulty in sourcing a labourer who might 

have hoed sugar beet. Beet was a crop that had taken off during the sugar rationing 



of the Second World War, and, Tony Harman testified in his autobiography Seventy 

Summers from the employer’s point of view was well-known as being very labour-

intensive.72  In the Betanal E advert, each image of the nine (3 women, 5 men, 1 

unknown) includes a brief caption representing a typical/likely reason that the 

individual could not work, in a register that (for the period) was humorous, but also 

sought to capture a sense of frustration with seasonal labour demands and problems 

associated with hiring anyone to do work by hand. Potential casual labourers were 

represented as being subject to the following failings: pregnancy; competing 

demands, including being too busy with other paid work and childcare; wanting 

higher pay; moving away or pursuing an alternative lifestyle; (unspecified reports of) 

crises/difficulties; and being ill. Through this witty format, the construction of a 

farmer’s point of view (as implied reader), and an expectation that it was 

commonplace for farmers to find it difficult to get casual labourers, the advertiser 

generated a relationship with potential buyers. In this way, having been drawn in by 

the question ‘beet weeding again his year?’ the target audience were encouraged (in 

the body text) to follow the example of ‘more and more farmers [who] are switching 

from hand labour to Betanal E.’73 In this way, the advertiser sought to normalize the 

switch from manual to chemical work. 



 

Plate 3. Full-page Black and White advert for Betanal E herbicide, Agrifind, (April 

1973, Yorkshire) 

 

But, where seasonally-required casually-employed arable workers could be 

dismissed as troublesome or difficult to source, and their labour therefore best 

replaced by petrochemical management, even for the most sympathetic of farmers, 

advertising in the classifieds shows that employers with stock evidently worked hard 



to select those farm labourers that they believed to be essential to the  care of their 

animals. 

 There is not the scope in this paper to carry out a full quantitative analysis, but 

addressing a typical page of classified job adverts in the national, weekly Farmer & 

Stockbreeder, out of a total of 61 adverts, we see 28 adverts for employees trained 

or experienced in working with animals, compared to 11 experienced tractor drivers 

(with occasional references to combines), 11 adverts seeking workers on mixed 

farms (often flagging the livestock role), and 11 other job opportunities (including 

secretarial work, caretaking, a job at Dudley zoo, and one with Billy Smart’s circus), 

but 0 specialising in arable production other than one secretarial role. Of the fourteen 

more highly formatted and therefore expensive of these adverts, six were for men 

who would work with animals, compared to four tractor drivers, 1 general farm 

worker, and three other adverts.74 Farmer & Stockbreeder only represents the 

farmers able to pay for national advertising and those normally sympathetic to the 

National Farmer’s Union (a year later, it merged with the NFU’s publication British 

Farmer), i.e. the most business-minded producers large or small. But, at that level, 

these adverts tell us that by 1970 the most valued openings, the ones that 

modernising, commercial farmers were prepared to advertise for, and therefore the 

most prestigious, were for working with animals. Moreover, looking qualitatively at 

the same page demonstrates that there was a high-level of competition between 

farmers to recruit the best candidates, and that those candidates were expected to 

be very capable specialists. This is characteristic: 

 

Herdsman Required 

For 100 cow Fresian herd. Bulk tank milking, cubical housing. 



Good modern cottage on bus route. 

Applicant must be enthusiastic and capable of running the herd without 

constant supervision. 

Wages £23 per week. 

Plus production bonus. …75 

 

 These adverts for stockmen carried the prestige of an expectation that the 

men were looking to specialise, as they were linked to specific breeds (beyond the 

cache of the pedigree herds). They incorporated the status of expecting the men to 

work independently and with modern stock management systems, via references to 

size of herd (60-150 cattle/60-700 sows)/(160-700 acre) farm, available equipment 

and livestock housing. And they implied that the men were of sufficient standing to 

expect modern domestic and other amenities (proximity to shops, schools, village, 

and bus routes), as well as good pay and overtime, or (Tayloresque) production, 

bonuses. As many adverts offered additional work to the man’s wife/specified that 

the man come with ‘a working family’, single men would have struggled to find a post 

as a ‘herdsman’/’stockman’/’pigman’/’poultryman’ (or assistant) unless an advert 

specified ‘a young single man’, a ‘youth’ (16-18), a ‘trainee’ or a ‘student’.76 The men 

to be hired through most of these adverts were family men who could increase their 

household’s income through the judicious use of the wife, even their children’s, time. 

Experienced employees brought with them the additional bonus for their employer of 

readily-available casual (if also experienced) labour.  

 This labour was gendered: where stockmen had to be able to manage a herd 

‘without constant supervision’, be ‘reliable’, ’skilled’, have ‘training’ or be ’interested 

in stock’, his wife might ‘assist’, or had to have ‘a working knowledge of young stock’ 



(my italics.). As in the nineteenth century, women’s stock work was primarily linked 

to the (feminised) nurturing work of rearing lower-status young animals. Where the 

adverts sought out women in their own right (other than as supplementary labour) it 

was in connection traditionally-feminine dairy work, and though the practical details 

of breed and number of stock, livestock housing and method, were give, there were 

no remunerative details about cottages, pay or overtime. Of all of the adverts on the 

page only two were explicitly aimed at women – ‘Two young men or women or pre-

college students required for modern dairy farm. Pipeline milking, young stock, and 

tractor work.’; ‘one or two experienced Herdswomen required for approx.. 80 

Friesians. Abreast parlour, bulk tank.’77 Given the use of the term ‘Herdswomen’, the 

wider context of legally-binding agricultural wages differentiated by sex (as well as 

age and task), and the clearly male physique and physicality of the work depicted in 

the leaflets we have already seen, it ought to be assumed that most ‘Herdsman’ 

posts were probably exactly that: for men. 

 Despite the emerging preference for the reduction of (unskilled) labour input in 

agriculture stated in agricultural economics, and work-time studies promoted by 

progressivist proponents of efficient farm management, the regional and national 

advertising of the 1970s therefore reveals a high degree of resilience in long-

established concepts within agricultural discourse, such as the sexual division of 

labour and status accorded to labourers who worked with livestock. There was 

continuity in the competition, on for, the privilege and pay accorded adept, masculine 

skill, integrity and strength, and the emphasis placed on it to the success of the 

employer’s farm, even as ‘modernity’ and new forms of management became 

dominant. Skill in handling animals could apparently be harnessed to modernity and 

its standing therefore continue. There was also a residual rhetoric in the persistent 



use of ‘the Land’. One (arable) advert in 1970 Farmer and Stockbreeder, for 

example, included a quote from Sir George Stapledon (1882-1960) – an advert for a 

rye grass product was headed ‘To make good arable first make good grass’, The 

Land Now and Tomorrow (1935). What we see is that when this residual attitude 

refers to the labourer/labour prestige, then the old hierarchies between general and 

animal work also persisted. The co-work of human and animal produced prestige. 

 

Conclusion 

What any particular labourer might be recorded as doing on census day was partly 

decided by sheer luck, let alone location, in the nineteenth century, but agricultural 

work was both laborious and skilled. This was still broadly the case after the Second 

World War. 

 

It is obvious that a farm worker must be tough, physically strong, have grit and 

energy; he must also must have a considerable amount of interest in his work 

if he is to maintain the spirit which is necessary to force him to give the best 

under adverse conditions. 

 

A considerable amount of skill is needed to perform operations such as 

pruning, grafting, ploughing land drainage, stack-building, milking and other 

stock work, and a good farm hand is a highly skilled workman. He needs a 

good eye, a nimble pair of hands, and a considerable amount of knowledge.78 

 

But, after the Second World War, farm managers looked for efficiencies in design to 

carry the labour load. The idea of the Labour Day/SMD overwrote the farm and 



placed abstract labour at the heart of modernisation. What the labourer could do 

determined what the farm could achieve and determined what the farmer could build. 

Low-skilled labour was to be squeezed out as an unnecessary expense. Yet, an 

understanding of livestock equated with expertise, was celebrated and better-paid. 

As in the Victorian period, as Wilson Fox, cited by Howkins, noted ‘”the most 

responsible positions are those of the men in charge of the animals, … a higher paid 

class of farm servant than the ‘ordinary labourer’ and …’usually on longer terms of 

engagement” ... divide[d] … by the kind of animals they were working with.’79 

 In Britain, two versions of ‘labour’ therefore crystalized during the twentieth 

century in response to the wider structural changes attached to agriculture and 

agricultural policy making: a highly abstract version of labour (as input) quantified in 

the SMD; and continuing sense of stockmanship as skilled ‘labour’ as something 

qualitative, an embodied physical skill, (book-learnt) knowledge and the vernacular 

knowledge of experience, expressed through practice. Neither was new – by the 

nineteenth century there were already very clear differentiations of pay and contract, 

impacted by perceived differences in skill, by demand (shortage/surplus), by age and 

sex, by season and task, that varied between regions (and even within counties), 

over time.80 Victorian and Edwardian commentators and legislators were keenly 

interested in this and attempted to quantify the input of wages and payments in kind 

for the benefit of farmers, or labourers, depending on their approach.81 And, 

according to the established historiography, for example the work of W. A. 

Armstrong, and E. J. T. Collins, there was a large pool of flexible/surplus/casual 

labour for farmers to draw on as demand rose and fell.82 In a sense, there is 
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