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A GOOD deal has been written about the way in which 
farming methods were revolutionised in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. We find curiously little, however, about the 
improvement of the farm labourer himself, though the need to 
bring this about was often recognised at the time. It gave rise 
to a problem which had two major facets, and these must be 
distinguished, though they were often fused in the minds of 
those who sought a solution. These were, firstly, how to dis­ 
seminate skills and knowledge, whether through the agency of 
formal schooling, or through the publishing of manuals, hand­ 
books, magazines and the like; and, secondly, how to effect the 
moral improvement of the labourer, usually with the object of 
producing a God-fearing, law-abiding member of the rural 
community, who would recognise and accept the lowliness of 
his station in a divinely-ordered, hierarchical society.

It was often agreed that some education was required, both 
moral and agricultural, but the overriding importance of 
limiting the scope of this was frequently insisted upon. Many 
felt that not only property but the very structure of society 
would be endangered were the labourer given too much. Such 
were the views, not only of many landowners, but also of men 
like Philippe Emmanuel de Fellenberg, whose farm school at 
Hofwyl, near Berne in Switzerland, became the model for others 
in Europe and America, and whose work inspired such people 
in England as William Alien, Lady Noel Byron, B. F. Duppa 
and the Rev. W. L. Rham. Also concerned to provide some form 
of agricultural education for the "labouring poor" was James 
Cropper, who founded a farm colony and school for orphans

111 The writer is indebted to Professor W. H. G. Armytage of the University of 
Sheffield, who suggested this study of Cropper; to Dr. Charles Cropper of 
Worcester, for the loan of books and photographs; and to Mr. Anthony Cropper 
of Tolson Hall, Kendal, for permission to study the family papers in his 
possession.
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JAMES CROPPER 67

on an estate inherited from his father at Fearnhead, near 
Warrington.' 21

A Quaker, he was born at Winstanley in 1773, of yeoman 
farming stock. At 17, however, James was apprenticed to the 
merchant house of Rathbone and Benson. In Liverpool he 
lodged with one Mary Brinsden, some fourteen years his senior, 
whom he later married after she had nursed him through a 
severe illness. Successful in the field of business, he finally joined 
Robert Benson, shipowner, as partner, and as Cropper, Benson 
and Company they started the first line of packets that sailed on 
stated days between England and America with mails and 
passengers. He distinguished himself as a philanthropist by his 
support of the anti-slavery movement, for which he was an 
indefatigable campaigner and pamphleteer. For some years after 
1824 he left Fearnhead to join the family colony at Dingle Bank 
on the banks of the Mersey, some two miles upstream from 
Liverpool and then in the heart of the country, but after the 
death of his wife and his daughter he returned to his farm, 
where his cousin, Martha Fletcher, formerly assistant teacher 
and later headmistress in a Quaker girls' school in York, kept 
house for him.

I PLANS FOR AN AGRICULTURAL SCHOOL

The first signs of his agricultural plans appear as early as 
1807, when he wrote in a letter:

"... Finding my Eliza's health so improved by a country residence I had partly 
concluded to build a cottage on my father's field at Lodge Lane [Liverpool], the 
place to be simplicity and moderation [sic] such as might perhaps be done for 
about £200 and to live there till my services in the business should be no longer 
wanted when I might remove to something that would afford me more employ­ 
ment and greater opportunities of usefulness. While thinking of this plan I heard 
of a large farm about 450 statute acres, to be let with a large house which I 
suppose might answer my purpose for a school. The place is Bickerstaff Hall, the 
neighbourhood where the ancestors of both of us lived for generations, for aught 
I know. 131 This would afford scope for trying experiments, it being in rough 
order and it would afford me plenty of employment for some years. I would not

121 The school was visited in 1835 by William Alien, with whom Cropper was in 
correspondence on the subject of agricultural education. Life of William Alien, 
with Selections from his Correspondence (1846), Vol. Ill, pp. 205 and 216-17. 
For Alien's schools at Lindfield in Sussex, ibid., Vol. Ill, passim. Other agri­ 
cultural schools of the period are described by B. F. Duppa, "Industrial Schools 
for the Peasantry" in Publications of the Central Society of Education, Vol. I 
(1837), pp. 172-213.

(3) The family were well-established in the Bickerstaffe area by the early 
seventeenth century. The will of Edmund Cropper, yeoman, dated 26 September 
1632, is in the County Record Office, Preston. The lands which he bequeathed to 
his son Peter were sequestered during the Civil War. Cf. N. Waterhouse, 
Memorials of the families of Cropper, Cubham and Wolsey . . . (1864), and 
Victoria County History, Lancashire, Vol. Ill, p. 239.
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wish to lay by any profit from my farm but if it answered pretty well 1 should hope 
to be able to take twenty boys, free of charge, but this must depend on circum­ 
stances. My mind is strongly inclined to the country and agriculture is an employ­ 
ment that has less than many others to do with administering to the follies and 
vices of mankind and as such most consistent for a true Quaker which I consider 
another name for the true Christian". 14 '

But "circumstances" business commitments and in­ 
creasingly arduous activity on behalf of the Anti-Slavery 
Society founded in 1823 did not permit his realising his early 
plan. In 1831, however, in a long letter to his daughter Eliza, 
he returned to the subject. Again, in August 1832, writing to his 
cousin Martha Fletcher whilst convalescing from an illness and 
expressing doubts as to "what may be my future allotment", 
he relates how his mind "has been lately turned, as it has often 
been for the last twenty years at least, to the establishment of a 
school in which the boys would be engaged in agricultural 
labour". (5) The following spring and summer, however, were 
largely spent in London, where he was busily engaged in 
furthering the Anti-Slavery Bill which was finally passed in that 
year. Immediately thereafter Cropper visited Germany and 
Switzerland, and particularly the establishment at Cara, (6) near 
Geneva, in order to acquaint himself with the details of agri­ 
cultural education there provided, and on his return he started 
preparations to establish the school at Fearnhead, where there 
was as yet no house for him or his pupils. A letter to his recently- 
married daughter Eliza, dated 11 June 1834, indicated that he 
had been canvassing the views of his agricultural friends in

14 ' The family papers are preserved at Tolson Hall, Burneside, near Kendal, 
and include a good many of James's letters. Most of those relating to his Fearn­ 
head school were transcribed by his daughter-in-law, Anne Cropper, wife of 
James, his eldest son, and the transcription was published privately in lithograph. 
(There is a copy in the British Museum.) Further biographical details are to be 
found in Notes and Memoirs, written and collected by James Cropper, grandson 
of the subject of this article, and published posthumously by his children in 1900; 
and in Dingle Bank, Home of the Croppers (1925), by F. A. Conybeare, a kins­ 
woman of the Croppers. There are, however, some inaccuracies in each of these.

151 It was in 1832 that Rawdon, the first Quaker school with an agricultural 
bias, was founded near Leeds. In 1834 Cropper & Isaac Cooke, a Liverpool 
broker, were instrumental in founding Penketh School on similar lines. Ayton 
(1841) and Sibford (1842) continued this tradition. W. A. C. Stewart, Quakers & 
Education (1953), pp. 68 ff.

161 James gives details of its working in a printed letter preserved at Tolson 
Hall, dated 13 January 1834, which concluded ". . . The object of this letter is to 
make inquiry for a suitable master ... It will be obvious that the master should be 
attached to our principles, a religious character and zealously desirous of the 
improvement of youth. His salary should not exceed that of a respectable 
gardener, or he would not work, which is essential to the success of the whole 
scheme." Having heard of Cropper's plans, Henry Brougham wrote to him on 
1 November 1833 ". . . at your leisure I should wish much to know from you how 
you go on. I am projecting something of the same kind and I should wish to 
benefit from your experience". The school at Cara is also described by B. F. 
Duppa, The Education of the Peasantry in England. . . (1834), pp. 75-89.
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York and Bradford: "I met with many who were very much 
interested about my school and agricultural experiments, and 
many who know the business of agriculture and the value of 
spade husbandry, and everything I met with was most en­ 
couraging but this does not lessen but greatly increases the 
weight of responsibility of what I have undertaken."

II THE SCHOOL AT FEARNHEAD

The school was opened, though the buildings were not 
finished, on the first day of August 1834. There were four 
boys, (7) and a foundation stone was laid with the following 
inscription: "From and after the 1st August, 1834, slavery in 
the British Dominions shall forever cease ... on that day the 
foundation of this school was laid". By the 8 September 18 ' the 
roof timbers were up and spars ready for slating. Later 191 a 
cottage and various outbuildings were erected and a pit dug for 
eels, which, Cropper reported, seemed to be "quite a staple 
commodity at Fearnhead."

Earlier in the year Cropper had published his Outline of a Plan 
for an Agricultural School and for the Employment of Agricultural 
Labourers by Spade Cultivation, at Fearnhead near Warrington, 
a twelve-page pamphlet which, together with a similar publica­ 
tion, Some Account of an Agricultural School for Orphans at 
Fearnhead near Warrington, Lancashire, in a Letter to a Friend 
(June 1839), (10) enables us to build up a fairly detailed picture of 
the enterprise. Cropper was convinced that the principal cause 
of misery and crime among the labouring classes of his day was 
the lack of both work and education. The solution, he thought, 
which would make education more general and less expensive, 
was the combining of manual and agricultural labour with use-

171 H. M. Pollard's account of Cropper's school in Pioneers of Popular Educa­ 
tion 1760-1850 (1956), pp. 209-10 is inaccurate in some details and misleading in 
others, e.g. when he says that Cropper ". . . in 1835 assembled some thirty 
orphans on his estate at Fearnhead, near Warrington, Lancashire . . ." Starting 
with four in 1834, the school had sixteen pupils in 1837 (letter from Cropper to 
Duppa quoted in Duppa, Publications of the Central Society of Education, Vol. 1, 
p. 196, and twenty-four in 1838 (letter to his daughter Eliza, 24 July 1838). 
Thirty was the number of pupils Cropper planned to accommodate when he wrote 
his Outline of a Plan ... I can find no evidence in Cropper's writings that he 
planned to include ". . . Music, Art and Pedagogy . . ." in the curriculum of those 
pupils who stayed on until eighteen years of age.

(8) Letter to his eldest son, John.
191 Letter to Eliza, 1 October 1834.
1101 The British Museum has a copy of the Outline . . . but not of the 

Account. . ., a copy of which, however, is in Warrington Public Library. Extracts 
from the Account. . . were included by Lady Noel Byron in her book What 
de Fellenberg has done for education (1839), pp. 101-105. Copies of both 
pamphlets are among the family papers at Tolson Hall.
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JAMES CROPPER 71

ful learning. He had been most impressed by what he had seen 
of the school at Cara, where he had found twenty-five boys 
being educated in the way he had in mind at an annual cost of 
£5 per boy. His own plan was to have a school of thirty boys, 
making a start with six and adding to that numoer "as they 
became trained to the plan". As to his motives in setting up such 
a school, he makes it clear that his views were generally in 
accord with those of de Fellenberg, that

". . . the end and object of instructing the poor should be to afford them the 
knowledge requisite for the due performance of their duties in their station in 
life, and that the true way to make them happy is to render them contented in 
their station, but not to give them the instruction which would raise them above 
their rank and instil into their minds the desire of advancement which renders 
them dissatisfied with their actual lot, restless and desirous of change . . . the 
prevailing evil of the age."

'He proposed that the school should have attached to it about 
six acres of land for spade cultivation with an additional ten 
to twelve acres for the employment of agricultural labourers 
whose boys would be allowed to attend the orphan school. 
"I propose to cultivate the land by spade husbandry not because 
I approve of creating labour by discarding machinery (for 
machinery is undoubtedly one of the means under Providence 
for the improvement and civilization of mankind) but because 
under a high state of cultivation especially with more than one 
crop a year spade husbandry is decidedly the best." 1111 That 
this was his attitude to machinery is borne out by the fact that 
to forestall the possible effects of drought when preparing the 
ground and sowing the seed for a second crop, he intended 
installing a small 2 h.p. steam engine which, for a capital cost 
of £45 and a fuel charge of I/- for 2 cwt. of coal, would raise 
to a height of twenty feet a sufficient quantity of water to cover 
an acre six inches deep. (12)

He proposed that the labourers should share the profits of 
cultivation, if any were made :<"... at first they would have the 
common wages of the neighbourhood in return for a fair day's 
work, and in addition they would have divided amongst them 
one half of the clear profits, after sharing all current expenses 
on the land, a fair rent, and interest for all permanent outlay.Y 
The profits of a shop which he intended to set up on the estate 
would also be "divided amongst them in proportion to the 
money expended" and he estimated that "these two sources of 
advantage would be 30 or 40% on the wages".

1111 Outline . . ., pp. 3, 4, 7, 8. 
1121 Ibid., p. 8.
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III ECONOMICS OF THE VENTURE

Despite modest doubts as to the feasibility of the venture 
which occasionally came through in his letters, and though 
there can be no doubt as to his genuine concern for the well- 
being of the individual labourer, Cropper was convinced too 
of the economic advantages to be derived from such an approach 
to the problem of agricultural distress:

". . . Let it be fully established that it is cheaper to maintain men in comfort 
than in misery; that capitalists may find secure and advantageous employment 
for their money in the improvement of land, if either purchased or secured by 
long leases; that land-owners may obtain higher rents from independent men 
with labourers living in comfort than they can from a poor dependent tenantry, 
with half-fed labourers." <13)

In his later pamphlet, reporting the success of his experiments, 
Cropper indicates that he was gradually increasing the size of 
his labourers' small-holdings, and that ultimately his hope was 
that the orphan boys would stay on at the school until they were 
eighteen or nineteen years of age, at which time he hoped to 
settle them on three-acre farms. These, he maintained, would

"... afford nearly sufficient employment for one man under the improved 
system of spade husbandry and will be abundantly sufficient for the comfortable 
maintenance of a family of eight persons at the rate that our boys are supplied 
with food and clothing, viz £7. 10. 0. each. From my own experience and that 
of one of my labourers I calculated that on this quantity of land two cows and 
four pigs may be kept which would supply sufficient manure to keep up its 
fertility."'14 '

His estimate <15) of the working costs and profits of such a 
holding is of interest for it was a much-debated question in the 
England of his day whether or not the labouring poor should be 
encouraged to rent land of their own. (16)

"The following estimate of a farm of three Statute Acres cultivated as below, 
will shew the probable earnings of the occupier.

80 Rods early potatoes, onions, cabbage and peas £12 10 0 
To be followed by a crop of Swedish turnips trans­ 

planted, which, including tops would be equal to 
7 tons of turnips at 15s. per ton 550

< 13 » Ibid., pp. 10, 11.
in) XCCOHH/, p. 5. Similar plans for holdings of various sizes, with calculations 

of produce to be obtained therefrom and instructions for the cultivation of the 
various crops are given in William Alien, Colonies at Home . . . (1826); cf. also 
The Labourer's Friend, a magazine founded in 1834 ". . . for disseminating in­ 
formation on the advantages of allotments of land to the labouring classes".

1151 Ibid., p. 6.
(lei por a survey of the controversy see W. Hasbach, History of the English 

Agricultural Labourer, trans. R. Kenyon (1908), pp. 164-70, 210-16 and 235-6; 
cf. also Report from the Select Committee on the Labouring Poor (Allotments of 
Land) (1843).
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80 Rods of winter vetchss were suScient in 1837 and 
1838 to keep one cow for 95 days, her food bsing 
valued at lOd psr day 400

Followed by transplanted turnips 550
80 Rods turnips and m.mgel wurzel say 10 tons. Roots

at 25s. par ton and 8 ton of Tops at 7s. 6d. 10 10 0
80 Rods Wneat say 18 bushels at 9s. 800
80 Rods Clover next year say 2 crops 700
80 Rods Strawberries, Gooseberries, Currants, Apples

etc. and potatoes for family use 15 00

£67 10 0 
Rent of land £4. 10. 0. Rates & Taxes £1. 5 10 0

£62 0 0

A similarly detailed estimate of the profit from two cows would add £7. 12. 1., 
but even without these '. . . the income of a tenant on one of these small farms 
appears to be fully double that of an agricultural labourer in this district, and 
will be equal to that acquired in most handicraft trades, besides the advantage of 
having full work and lower house rent than is generally the case in the towns'." 11 "

In a letter to his son-in-law Joseph Sturge, dated 29 February 
1836, he quoted two cases from the 1834 Report of the Poor 
Law Commissioners'181 in support of his views. Yet the over­ 
whelming feeling of the testimony in that Report was against 
such a system, a system, that is, whereby labourers had small­ 
holdings, or "field-allotments", as opposed to cottage- or 
garden-allotments of not more than half an acre.' 19 ' The latter 
produced "a general improvement in the character of the 
occupiers, who are represented as being more industrious and 
diligent, and as never frequenting those pests the beer-houses. 
Frequently they have been known to work by candlelight. Not 
a single instance has occurred in which any one thus holding 
land has been taken before a magistrate for any complaint". (20) 
Mr. Okeden, reporting from Dorsetshire and Wiltshire, stated 
that he witnessed and received frequent complaints of a 
labourer taking on land of more than 10 rods which "overforces 
his strength and brings to his employer's labour a body ex­ 
hausted by his struggle". Worse still would be the case where 
the labourer takes on sufficient land to occupy his whole time, 
by which he then becomes "a petty farmer without capital,

1171 Account . . ., p. 7.
1181 Report from His Majesty's Commissioners for Inquiring into the Administra­ 

tion and Practical Operation of the Poor Laws (1834), pp. 182, 187. Hereafter 
referred to as Poor Law Report (1834).

1191 C/. Sir John Sinclair, Code of Agriculture (1817), pp. 77-8; James Main; 
"On Cottage Gardening", Journal of Royal Agricultural Society of England, Vol II, 
iii (1841), pp. 322-42; and J. Palin's section on "Cottage allotments for spade 
husbandry", in his "Farming of Cheshire", ibid., Vol. V, i (1844), pp. 96-8.

< 2(" Report of Capt. Chapman referring to allotments at Wells of sizes varying 
up to half an acre at a rent of 12/6d the quarter acre, Poor Law Report (1834), 
p. 187.
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working land inadequately manured and half-cultivated and 
yielding of course insufficient crops as the return of fruitless 
exertions". (21) The general fear was that such a system, far from 
relieving agricultural distress, would produce "a cottier popula­ 
tion similar to that of Ireland". The farmers of Cambridgeshire 
were reported as being "jealous of such deductions from their 
holdings; they have to go farther for their manure, and they 
object to the increasing independence of the labourers". (22)

Here lay the crux of the matter, and it was to Cropper's great 
credit that both as individual and as landowner he provided 
the answers to these criticisms. Certainly the results of Cropper's 
husbandry gave the lie to the objection that returns would be 
poor. <23) In 1837, the first full year after bringing the soil under 
cultivation at Fearnhead, potatoes averaged 362 bushels (of 84 
Ib.) per statute acre. Even the unfavourable season of 1838 
produced 240 bushels per acre. In 1837 the average crops of 
turnips and mangel wurzels were as follows:

Sown Turnips 40 tons per acre
Once transplanted 26
Twice transplanted 16 ,,  
Best sown Mangel 28    
Late ditto. 13

In 1838 the average crop of turnips was between 20 and 30 
tons per acre. The season was most unfavourable for mangel 
wurzels and none of the land produced more than 14 tons of 
roots and 19 tons of leaves per acre. The average of vetches 
produced on an acre in the two years 1837 and 1838 would keep 
one cow 190 days and they were cut in time to be followed by 
transplanted Swedish turnips. Early potatoes produced from 
£20 to £30 per acre, "autumn sown onions much more, cabbages 
and peas full as much as the potatoes, all of which were got off 
in time for a good crop of transplanted Swedish turnips". The 
fruit crop had been as .productive, strawberries realising £80 
per acre and raspberries and blackcurrants fully £50 per acre. 

Fearnhead, of course, was situated "in a district well cal­ 
culated for the ready sale of early vegetables: Bolton and 
Manchester afford an extensive market and farther east there 
is a dense population where the land is unproductive and the 
crops late". (24) By this time, too, Cropper would be able to 
take advantage of improved forms of transport. Not far from 
Fearnhead ran the Liverpool to Manchester Railway, at the

1211 Poor Law Report (1834), p. 182.
(22) Report of Mr. Rowe, Poor Law Report (1834), p. 183.
1231 Crop figures for 1837 and 1838 are given in the Account..., pp. 3-4.
1241 Ibid., p. 4.
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opening of which in 1830 Stephenson's "Rocket" had per­ 
formed so impressively. Cropper was one of the first Directors 
of the Company, which had reduced the cost of freight (as 
compared with the tolls on the Bridgewater Canal and the 
Mersey and Irwell Canal) by about one-third. (25)

IV ATTITUDE TO AGRICULTURAL DISTRESS

With regard to the agricultural distress of his day, (26) and 
this arose as much from the poor profits of the owners and 
occupiers as it did from the poverty of their labourers, Cropper 
showed a good deal more insight than the professional farmers:

"If the rents of lands are to be kept up there must be more people and they 
must live better. These are two points to which the attention of landowners 
should be directed . . . my neighbour gave a correct reply to my question 'Why 
he did not improve the cultivation of one of his fields and make it produce ten 
times as much as another did so which lay near it'?' His reply in broad Lanca­ 
shire was 'Why! I have such a breyd', that is to say such a breadth or quantity. 
This is the true cause of agricultural distress, there is too much land for the 
population and there is no remedy but in increase of population." 127 '

Like Cobbett and William Alien, but unlike the majority of his 
contemporaries, Cropper was firmly convinced of the short­ 
sightedness of the current remedy for the Malthusian problem. 
Productivity could not be increased by stripping the country of 
its labour force. At the end of his Account, giving detailed 
estimates of the expenses of a family of eight, he wrote

"I believe there are many benevolent persons having both the ability and 
inclination to serve the labouring classes, who think that a more effectual relief 
would be afforded by emigration to some country where land is cheap and taxes 
almost nothing. A very little investigation will, however, remove this erroneous 
opinion, and shew that a small farmer working with his own hands can enjoy 
more comfort for the same quantity of labour, than he can have in any other 
country, ... I say nothing" [he concluded] "of the loss of all the comforts 
derived from residence in the midst of civilized society."

At the same time an essential part of Cropper's plan for the 
relief of this distress was the adequate education of the children 
of the labouring poor. The school at Fearnhead had faced many 
early difficulties, chief of which had been in finding a master 
properly qualified to undertake the various duties connected 
with the post. (28) The children of the district, too, had in the

(25) \Y -p Jackman, The Development of Transport in Modern England (1916), 
Vol. II, pp. 528-9. The financial success of the railway is made very clear in 
James's letters of this time.

1261 R. E. Prothero (Lord Ernie) has described the period between 1813 and 
the accession of Queen Victoria as "one of the blackest periods of English 
farming". English Farming Past and Present, 3rd ed. (1922), p. 319.

1271 Letter to Joseph Sturge, 29 February 1836.
1281 Letter from Cropper, cited in Duppa, Publications of the Central Society 

of Education, Vol. I, p. 196.
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main proved idle and unmanageable, and ". . . being situated in 
the midst of a manufacturing district . . . orphans of a suitable 
age for our purpose who were docile or tractable were con­ 
sidered rather a benefit than otherwise to some of their 
friends". <29) Some who had been admitted to the school had 
been expelled, and Cropper later accepted boys of from eight 
to nine years of age "with the hope that they would be more 
easily trained than older boys", though this had added to the 
difficulties of the master, who "could not devote much time to 
them in their classes while superintending the labours of the 
field classes". (30)

Nevertheless, by introducing "the stimulus of self-interest" 
whereby nine acres of land were set aside rent-free for the boys 
to work on under the superintendence of the master, the early 
difficulties were overcome. A record was kept of work done and 
the boys then paid by the rod as if the work had been done by 
hired labourers on piece-rates. Two-thirds of what was earned 
was retained to contribute to the expenses of the school and the 
remainder divided among the boys in proportion to their share 
of the labour involved. The profits, which by 1838 had come to 
£60, were also shared between the master and the boys, one- 
third being allotted to the former in addition to his salary and 
two-thirds placed to the credit of the latter ". . . but it is fully 
understood by them that no boy will have any advantage from 
the sums placed to his credit who leaves the Institution without 
my approbation". (31) Early in 1839 Cropper allotted a further 
50 acres of land for the use of the boys, of whom there were 
then twenty-four, (32) for which he charged a moderate rent, 
anticipating that on average each boy would receive about £3 
per annum. "It appears to me that giving them an interest in 
the prosperity of the concern is the best way of doing it." (33) 
He was concerned, however, not to neglect the more formal 
side of his pupils' education. The general and most widely 
expressed feeling was that school-learning interfered with, 
and often positively hindered, the acquisition of manual skills 
and the virtues associated with them. Cropper's experience 
proved otherwise:

"After several years experience in our Institution we have no hesitation in 
deciding that the labour which occupies two-thirds of the children's time does 
not prevent their acquiring a sufficient knowledge of reading spelling, writing, 
and arithmetic together with the rudiments of geography, geometry, and some

1291 Account. . ., p. 4; cf. Hasbach, op. cit., citing Report of the Commission 
on the Employment of Women and Children in Agriculture, 1843; "My boy often 
goes to work in the fields. I know it is a good thing to have learning but still 
sixpence is a great help". (Bridgend labourer to one of the Commissioners.)

' so > Account .... p. 5. '*" Ibid., p. 5.
1921 Letter to Eliza, his daughter, 24 July 1838. m> Account..., p. 5.
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knowledge of natural history and grammar. Their acquaintance with the sacred 
writings is also considerable and on the whole we believe their acquirements 
would bear comparison with most other boys whose whole time has been 
employed in the common routine of education in either National or British 
Schools." 1311

The benefits of Cropper's philanthropy spread, of course, to 
his neighbours. On 11 February 1837, he wrote to his son John:

". . . Our neighbours like the rice we have got very much. I believe in the way 
they use it, it is cheaper than any other food. One of our poor neighbours gave 
me an account of three different meals of which rice is the cheapest.

li Ibs of rice, with half a pound of flour for thickening made a dinner for 
seven, besides one small child and an infant, which if we can make them eight 
persons and reckon the flour and rice at 2d per Ib makes just 4d or |d each.

or
Porridge made with i Ib of flour for thickening and 3 Ibs of bread broken 

in is 5d flour Id is 6d.
or

15 Ibs of potatoes at 3s for 84 Ibs is nearly 6id.
All these make a meal for the same sized family I am selling rice at l|d to 

teetotallers and 2d to other poor people. It costs me 19s per cwt and carriage
 I am selling flour at 1/8 per dozen to teetotallers and 2/- per dozen to others
 it costs me 39/- per sack, carriage and grinding included. . . ."

Previously he had instituted evening classes for the labourers 
themselves and for families in the neighbourhood. In January 
1836 a large oven had been added to the amenities of the colony 
in order to "accompany my advice to the poor people here with 
an occasional and economical feast". By the end of the year 
his adult scholars numbered forty to forty-five, ". . . and last 
evening at the supper party some of the women told me they 
wished to have a school for themselves at which about eight 
were desirous of attending". 1351 Yet Cropper was painfully 
aware of the difficulties of making an impression on the adults. "I 
fear many of the poor here are so little informed that they under­ 
stand scarcely anything that is said or read to them ... I have 
thought of having them to tea a few at a time for two or 
three evenings in the week until I have got through them. But the 
question arises 'What am 1 to say to them when they come ?'" (36 ' 

In dealing with the agricultural labourer and his family 
Cropper had to cope with the cumulative effects of a quarter of 
a century of poverty and distress. (37) The Swing riots of 1830

1341 Ibid., p. 6. The National and British schools were those of the National 
Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the Estab­ 
lished Church and of the British and Foreign Schools Society, both of which 
used the monitorial system of teaching. The more antagonistic of William 
Cobbett's views on "book-learning" are often quoted, yet his considered approach 
to rural education in Cottage Economy (1821) differs little in essentials from that 
of Cropper cited above.

1351 Letter to Anne, his daughter-in-law, 19 November 1836.
1361 Letter to John Cropper, 11 January 1836.
1371 Cf. Select Committee on Distress in Agriculture (1833), Minutes of 

Evidence, passim.
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and 1831 were still fresh in the memory, and an honest labourer, 
seeking work from farmers who were increasingly finding it 
difficult to make farming pay, was constantly faced with the 
sight of the parish-subsidised families of those who preferred 
the beer-shop to the field. It is true that the passing of the Poor 
Law Amendment Act of 1834 once more put a premium on 
hard work, and, together with the Tithe Commutation Act 
(1835), reduced the burden of taxation which had for so long 
oppressed the small farmer. At the same time the first stirrings 
of a new spirit in agriculture "science with practice" were 
to be detected in the late 1830's, with the founding of the Royal 
Agricultural Society of England, the publishing of its Journal, 
the introduction of deep ploughing and better drainage methods, 
the use of chemical fertilisers, and so on. But, as Prothero 
points out, when Victoria came to the throne ". . . the old 
methods of farming having failed the new [were] not yet 
perfected".

Cropper was doubtless a child of his time in that he could 
not conceive of education as a ladder by means of which the 
poor might "better" themselves socially, for this would be to 
change the very structure of society. Yet within this framework 
he saw, where few others did, that it would be beneficial to the 
landowning and governing class to look to the condition of the 
agricultural poor, and that both groups could best be served 
by producing an educated and responsible farm-worker, who 
could contribute to his country's as well as his own prosperity. 
He was at one with members of other denominations in in­ 
sisting that "we do nothing if we do not succeed in the inculca­ 
tion of religious principle as regards the children and the 
labourers and all who remain in connection with the insti­ 
tution". (38) His Quaker background, however, probably fitted 
him better than most to go farther than this and to advocate 
the creation of a self-supporting labouring class. Herein lies 
his chief importance in the history of agricultural education. (39)

1381 Letter to Eliza, 1 October 1834.
1391 James Cropper died on 26 February 1840. His will was drawn up on 

7 January 1839 and proved on 24 March 1840. The date of his death is confirmed 
in the Journal of his son John Cropper (at Tolson Hall) and also in the Letters, 
since Anne Cropper, having transcribed a letter of 12 February 1840, wrote 
". . . This is the last letter I can find of your dear grandfather's. ... He died 
exactly two weeks from its date." The plaque set up in the house at Fearnhead 
to commemorate James's residence there (now missing but fortunately photo­ 
graphed in 1957) gives the date of death as 24 February 1841. The Standard 
edition (1908) of the Dictionary of National Biography, after giving Cropper's 
dates at the head of the article as 1773-1840, then goes on to state that "he died 
in 1841". A little lower down it misquotes the plaque as saying "he died in the 
full assurance of his faith on the 25th of February, 1840."


