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1  –  Introduction

In 1875, after two years’ gestation, Her Majesty’s Stationery Office gave birth to massive twin volumes, the Return of Owners of Land 1873. The purpose of the Return, as set out in the explanatory statement prefacing each volume, was threefold. It was to show for England and Wales (but exclusive of the Metropolis):

     1.
The numbers and names of owners of land of one acre and upwards, whether built upon or not, in each County, with the estimated acreage and annual gross estimated rental of the property belonging to each owner;

     2.
The numbers of owners of land, whether built upon or not, of less than one acre, with the estimated aggregate acreage and the aggregate gross estimated rental of the lands of such owners;

     3.
The estimated extent of commons and waste lands in each County.

The statement goes on to explain that the Return was prompted, if not conceived, as a result of a discussion initiated by the Earl of Derby in the House of Lords on 19th February 1872 regarding the so-called ‘monopoly of land’ by an allegedly small number of landowners. Lord Derby, who was supported by the Duke of Richmond, believed that the true figure was not the 30,000 which had been wrongly deduced from the 1861 Census (a misinterpretation due to the way its results had been expressed), and which was being bandied about in certain newspapers and elsewhere, but something approaching ten times that figure. 

Viscount Halifax, Lord Privy Seal, intimated that arrangements would be made to carry out a survey to settle the matter. This was done under the auspices of the Local Government Board, drawing principally on the evidence of valuation lists of rateable properties prepared under the provisions of the Union Assessment Committee Act of 1862. The Return therefore relied heavily on information originally amassed for another purpose, that of administering the Poor Law, and supplied by the overseers of each parish.

Application was made to the clerks of the Poor Law Unions, who held the valuation lists, to return the necessary information, supplemented by the addresses of the various owners: it was nearly two years before the last return was received. As the information came in, it soon became clear that many of the returns were deficient or defective; many further enquiries had to be addressed to the clerks of the Unions or, if they could not answer them, to the parish overseers. 
Although the Return is arranged by county, the boundaries of the Poor Law Unions, being based on those of the Registration Districts, were by no means coterminous with those of the counties. For Rutland, three Unions were involved: Oakham (which also included two Leicestershire parishes), Uppingham (only about 

	
	Rutland
	England
	Rutland’s percentage

	
	
	
	

	Population in 1871
	       22,073
	    18,240,874
	0.12

	Inhabited houses in 1871
	         4,766
	      3,592,020
	0.13

	Number of parishes
	              58
	           13,661
	0.42

	Number of owners below an acre
	            861
	         671,667
	0.13

	Numbers of owners of 1 acre and upwards
	           564
	         249,649
	0.23

	Total number of owners
	        1,425
	         921,316
	0.15

	Extent of lands
	          93,078 ac
	        29,179,622 ac
	0.32

	Gross estimated rental
	  £184,626
	  £94,443,931
	0.20

	Estimated extent of commons or waste lands
	               402 ac
	          1,197,676 ac
	0.03


Table 1. Rutland compared with totals for England.

Taken from the comparative table of results for all counties in England and Wales 

given in the Return of Owners of Land 1873 (1875, 15). The column of percentages has been added
[image: image1.jpg]THE

GREAT LANDOWNERS
Great Brifain and Incland.

THREE THOUSAND ACRES AND UPWARDS,

WORTH £8,000 A YEAR;

TWO THOUSAND ACRES AND UPWARDS,
ENGLAND, SCOTLAND, IRELAND, & WALES,

Thce Acrge and Income from Lond,

THE MODERN DOMESDAY BOOK;
Al thir Cllge, s, awd Srvis,

Carreted In the vast majority o cases by the Owners themselves,

JOHN BATEMAN, FR.G.S.,

ith & Soris of bl erginally compiad for * Encish Land and Engich
Landirt,” by 1. G. Brovaice, with  Dieration therom,

4TH EDITION,
REVISED AND CORRBCTED THGOVGHOUT.

LONDON:
HARRISON, 55 PALL MALL, §W,
Skl ts e Bty od B.5.9. fhe Wroes of Wals,

Iy




Fig. !. The title page of John Bateman’s Great Landowners of Great Britain (1883)

(http://openlibrary.org).
half of which lay in Rutland, its other parishes being in Leicestershire and Northamptonshire), and Stamford (which covered nine parishes in the eastern part of Rutland). The situation was therefore not at all simple.
The potential for the Return to contain many errors, indeed the reality that it did, was graphically demonstrated a few years later by John Bateman, that sanguine and humorous commentator, in his follow-up publication, Great Landowners of Great Britain and Ireland (1883). Irritated by the nature and extent of the Return’s deficiencies, Bateman took the trouble to contact major landowners either direct or through their estate offices, in order to verify the information. Not all responded, but as he states on his title page the data he presented were ‘corrected in the vast majority of cases by the Owners themselves’: his work contains many corrections and up-dates to the HMSO publication and in most such instances may be taken as more accurate. The result as far as Rutland in concerned is noted in Table 10.
Particular problems arose in obtaining the names and addresses of owners, and indeed in defining what actually constituted ownership. It was eventually decided that lessees for terms exceeding 99 years or with a right of perpetual renewal should be considered as owners even if technically they were not, but that lessees for shorter terms or for lives without a right of renewal should not be so considered. However, there were many reasons for supposing that there remained many inaccuracies in the identification of owners, not least of which was 

the fact that the valuation lists on which the returns relied were often out of date – there was no requirement in the legislation which had generated them for them to be updated. It is also inevitable that a certain proportion of those appearing in the valuation lists will have died before the Return was compiled or published, and even that in some cases the same land may have been counted twice, once under the name of a deceased owner and again under that of his or her successor.

There was a further difficulty in recording ownership. It was intended that the name of each owner should appear only once in each county list, with his or her correct address, the information about the extent of lands and their rentals representing their total holdings in that county. However, where the same name appeared more than once it was not always possible to establish whether there were two or more owners with the same name or whether this represented the duplication of a single owner; this could occur where the information had been gleaned from different sources. Thus where surnames and forenames are repeated in the list, or indeed surnames with initials which could represent the same forenames, there may be such duplication. In the Rutland list, for example, ‘Noel, Hon. G.’ of Oakham (352) seems likely to be the same as [the Hon] ‘Noel, Gerard James’ of Catmose, Oakham (356). Other such instances are indicated in the notes which follow the transcript of the Return.  Duplication may even occasionally occur where different addresses are shown. Exceptionally, it seems, individuals bearing the same names and resident in the same parish were distinguished one from another by noting their occupations: the single instance in the Rutland list is that of the two William Ingrams of Uppingham, one an innkeeper (Harrod’s 1870 Directory (hereafter cited as ‘Harrod’) lists him at the Cross Keys, Queen Street) and the other a merchant (miller, farmer and landowner, High Street) (nos 270-1). In contrast to Bateman, there was no attempt to identify owners whose estates encompassed land in more than one county, each county list being self-contained, though it was recognised that this would result in some distortion of the overall results.

Sometimes no address could be established for an owner, in which case the entry in the address column 
represents the parish in which the property lay and is shown in parentheses. There are three such instances in the Rutland list (given the out-dated nature of the valuation lists, one might be forgiven for expecting more), who were: 145, John Eagleton (Belton); 222, rather surprisingly, the Countess of Harborough (Uppingham); and, perhaps more understandably, 398, the executors of Sarah Pridmore (Morcott). All three are referred to in more detail below. Nowhere else in the Return do the localities of the properties in question appear – a factor which does limit the usefulness of the data, though certainly in the case of perhaps the majority of the less substantial entries it might be assumed that the owner’s place of residence lay in the same parish as all or most of the land in question.

The names of identified corporate owners, of which there are 53 in Rutland, are given in italics in the Return. Many of these are parochial, ecclesiastical, educational or charitable institutions or their trustees or representatives; the only commercial undertakings in the Rutland list are four railway companies (nos 403-06). It was pointed out in the explanatory statement that corporate ownership might not always have been admitted to or recognised, especially perhaps with glebe land, as Bateman emphasised (1883, vi): ‘the almost invariable mixing up of a parson’s glebe land ... with his private acreage, as what Sydney Smith dubbed a “squarson” ’. In the Rutland list, the rectors (409-15) and vicars (513-18) of some parishes appear thus, unnamed and italicised, but some 55 or more other clergy are named, as enlarged on later, and in the light of that comment one suspects that many of these entries may arise from their occupation of glebe land. This is supported by the fact that in the closed parishes of Lyndon and Stretton the incumbents are shown as having small amounts of land, for which glebe must be the most likely explanation.

	Nos
	Category
	Description
	Rutland
	Other counties

	
	
	
	
	

	403-06
	Commercial
	Railway companies
	  1
	  3

	86, 87, 255-57
	Charities
	Including hospitals
	  3
	  2

	109, 

446-48
	Educational
	Schools and university colleges
	  3
	  1

	209-10

365

367-72

373

387-89
	Parish and Poor Law


	Boards of Guardians

Overseers (see also Churchwardens below)

Parish Officers

Parish Land Trustees

Trustees of Poor
	  2

  1

  6

  1

  3
	  –

  –

  –

  –

  –

	82

90

92-95

91, 96

136

151

409-15

513-18
	Ecclesiastical


	Independent Chapel Trustees

Church Land Trustees

Churchwardens

Churchwardens and Overseers (see also above)

Dean & Chapter of Westminster

Ecclesiastical Commissioners

Rector

Vicar
	  1

  1

  4

  2

  –

  –

  6

  4
	  –

  –

  –

  –

  1

  1

  1

  2

	140

169

245

504
	Miscellaneous


	Oakham Dispensary Trustees

Society of Foresters, Ryhall

Surveyors of Highways, Oakham

Town Estate Trustees, North Luffenham
	  1

  1

  1

  1
	  –

  –

  –

  –

	
	
	
	

	
	Totals
	42
	11


Table 2. Categories of corporate ownership in the Rutland return.

The accuracy of the extents of land shown is likely to vary widely from carefully measured surveys on the one hand to approximations at best on the other. The relationship between acreage and gross rental might be affected by the presence of buildings or mineral deposits, which would tend to increase the rental figures, or by the unproductive nature of the land, which would tend to reduce them. Mines, other than coal mines, and woods, except where they consisted of or contained saleable underwood, were not rateable and therefore excluded from the Return. So too were waste and common lands, and the estimates of their extent were in many cases ‘more or less conjectural’.

The explanatory statement asserts that an amount of gross estimated rental in the valuation lists which form the basis of the Return is ‘not the amount of rent payable to the person under whose name as owner it appears, but the amount of the entire rents which the occupying tenants of the whole property would be presumed to pay to their immediate lessors’. For agricultural land it was assumed that the rental value would probably not vary greatly from the actual rental received by the owner, but where the owner received merely ground rent, as with houses where the tenants paid rents to a third party, especially in towns, the gross rental figures shown might amount to much more than the owner himself received. The Return admits that ‘it is quite impossible, without considerable local knowledge, and a minute investigation into the returns of town parishes, which would occupy a very long time, to make the Return actually correct in this respect’.

The completed Return was therefore published with a frank expression of reservations as to its usefulness because of the incomplete or less than reliable nature of much of the information on which it was based. However, it did also maintain that it ‘will be found fairly to answer the purpose for which it is required, as showing with proximate accuracy the manner in which the land of the country is distributed, the names of the reputed owners, and the estimated extent and rental of the property held by each’. Explanations were proposed for differences between acreage figures in the Census Report, based on Ordnance Survey data, and those in the Return, and differences between gross rental totals in the Return and those in annual returns to the Local Government Board. 

Despite all these reservations and qualifications, the Return did achieve one thing: it conclusively demonstrated that the Earl of Derby’s supposition was a sound one. The number of owners of one acre and upwards was not a mere 30,000 but a very much more substantial 269,547, and in addition there were 703,289 owners below an acre – figures which, even though subject to qualification and adjustment, must have proved very gratifying to his lordship even in the context of a total English population of over 18 million. On the other hand, the results also demonstrated that a very high percentage of the United Kingdom’s individually-owned land was indeed in the hands of very few owners, something which Bateman’s reworking of the data serves to emphasise: he accounts for 2,500 owners of 3,000 acres with a rental of £3,000 upwards, and a further 1,320 owners of 2,000 acres and upwards (as he says (1883, xiv), ‘as the size of the estates diminished, their number enormously increased’). This would have been much less palatable to Lord Derby, as Thompson (1963, 27) pointed out in his survey of English landed society in the nineteenth century.

Finally, it is worth noting that the explanatory statement concludes with a spirited, not to say slightly piqued, defence of the Return by its compiler John Lambert against those who had attributed to it the characteristics and ulterior motives of a ‘Domesday Book’, and points out that the Domesday survey itself will have been vulnerable to just the kind of deficiencies and difficulties encountered during the compilation of the Return of Owners of Land. 

The transcript of the Rutland section appended below is taken from the complete set of two volumes in the Rutland County Museum. Locally, there is also a photocopy of the Rutland return, with the explanatory statement, in the Local Studies collection of Oakham Library. The Rutland section can also be consulted on-line at www.uk-genealogy.org.uk (although at present this contains some transcription errors). Bateman’s Great Landowners can be freely consulted as a virtual book on-line at http://openlibrary.org.
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